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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Vivi Lena Andersen, Ágústa Edwald Maxwell, Gavin Lucas, Jonas Monié Nordin and Timo Ylimaunu



The aims of the volume

In 2001, the artist Michael Landy famously destroyed all his possessions over the course of two weeks in his project Break Down; in total he owned 7,227 items, from a Saab to a sheepskin coat, and all of them went through a crusher or shredder before ending up in a landfill. Such acts of anti-consumerism are not new and the discourse around the amount of stuff we, especially in Western countries, buy and discard, is a familiar theme in contemporary society. In other cultures, the quantities of personal possessions are much smaller – for example, some households in contemporary Burkino Faso have an average of 100 items per person, while research on Hungarian villagers from the 1950s revealed around 1,000 per person, both of which are much less than the many thousands of objects belonging to someone living, say, in modern Iceland or Finland (Hahn 2020). What does such disparity in sheer numbers of things mean? This is the question we seek to explore in this edited volume, which brings together twenty scholars who will examine the disparities in the material wealth of archaeological assemblages across Nordic countries over the last 500 years.

The widening gap between rich and poor, even within the richer, Western countries, is now a well-known phenomenon (Piketty 2014), and while Scandinavia has often been hailed as one of the regions where inequality has been the lowest, even here a similar trend toward widening inequality has been observed (Aaberg et al. 2018) and, in fact, even the historical roots of this Nordic exceptionalism or Sonderweg have been questioned by economic historians (e.g. see Bengtsson 2019; Bengtsson 2020; Bengtsson, Olsson and Svensson 2022). The topic of inequality has long been a major focus of interest within archaeology and, as recent scholarship shows, there is no diminution of interest (e.g. Bowles et al. 2010; Flannery and Marcus 2014). Within archaeology, most research on inequality has focused within prehistory, and where later historical archaeology has addressed the issue, it has largely focused on the ideologies underpinning structural inequality (McGuire and Paynter 1991) or the conditions of poverty and the various responses to it (e.g. papers in Rimmer et al. 2011; and in Spencer-Wood and Matthews 2011; also see Hansson, Nilsson and Svensson 2020).

The goal of this volume is to explore inequality from the bottom-up, to simply start from the existing empirical data for variation and disparities in the size and composition of archaeological assemblages situated within their specific local context. What does it mean when urban excavations in a single city such as Copenhagen produce more finds than almost the whole of Iceland for the same time period? Is such disparity comparable to contemporary inequalities in material possessions? To what extent does material disparity translate to social inequality (however we define that)? How was poverty or wealth conceived in relation to the potentially different cultural valuation ascribed to things? In other words, the novelty of this volume lies in starting from the problem of material disparity and asking what this means, rather than starting with the problem of social inequality and trying to map observable material disparities onto its various conceptualizations. Given the empirical focus of this project on the archaeology of Nordic regions over the last 500 years, this investigation then takes on added relevance: how extensive was such disparity in Nordic countries in the last 500 years and what does archaeology tell us about how – and when – this changed and how is this bound up with ideologies of equality in such a way that a special Nordic self-image of egalitarianism could develop?

Later historical archaeologies in the North

Later historical archaeology has experienced significant growth in the Nordic countries in the twenty-first century. This is evident, not only within academia, but also within the museum and commercial sectors. While overviews of the state of the field have been published in recent years (Herva 2013; Herva et al. 2018; Lucas 2017; Nordin 2021; Ersgård et al. 1992), there is much scope to bring together research on specific interpretive themes (see Lipkin and Kallio-Seppä forthcoming). Indeed, some themes, especially Scandinavian colonialism, have already been on the agenda for some time now, exploring how nations like Sweden and Denmark both participated in the wider colonial project in the Americas and instigated a similar ‘domestic’ colonialism among sections of the population within the North, most notably the Sámi (Naum and Nordin 2013; Nordin 2020; Naum and Ekengren 2018). Another major theme has been consumption and its intersection of social hierarchies, by focusing on ceramics (Linaa 2016; Herva and Nurmi 2009), dress (Mathiassen et al. 2014; Hayeur-Smith et al. 2019), faunal assemblages (Hambrecht 2006; Puputti 2008; Maltin 2020) or landscape (Lihammer 2011; Hansson, Nilsson and Svensson 2020).

Within the growing literature there is a clear intention to illuminate the thread, which was woven between the Nordic region and the Atlantic world in this period, through the migration of people and things (cf. Lucas and Edwald 2015). Many recent contributions reject the perceived marginality of the region and, in its place, a picture of people who actively participated in the making of the modern world as colonizers, consumers and labourers has emerged. This volume sits alongside such revisionary accounts and questions the egalitarianism that is often associated with the region. Indeed, the North was (and still is) a geographically and culturally diverse area. The vast boreal forests of mainland Fennoscandinavia include a great historical diversity based on outland socio-economic relations, peripatetic, non-sedentary, or semisedentary lifestyles, such as the Finnish häme-economy, the central Swedish shieling system, and a profound ethnic diversity, little acknowledged in earlier historic and archaeological research. Sámi and other Finno-Ugrian speaking groups, together with Danish, Norwegian, Swedish, Dutch, German and French speakers, featured in this vast area. In the North Atlantic, Icelanders, Faroese and Greenlandic Inuit intermingled with Danish merchants and administrators as well as the diverse crews of trading, whaling and fishing ships that entered these waters from mainland Europe. Even in the southern, more urbanized parts of Scandinavia, populations were mixed and diverse, characterized by diasporic communities moving for various reasons including persecution, trade or simply work (Linaa 2020).

Waterways were a key medium for connecting and moving people, goods and ideas. The Baltic Sea linked the east and the west, the south and the north, inside the North. The sea and the major rivers in the Scandinavian and Finnish areas created the natural communication and the network routes for markets and transportations of peoples, goods and ideas in the North (e.g. Ylimaunu et al. 2014; Symonds et al. 2015) and later for the early modern urbanization in the North (e.g. Herva, Ylimaunu and Symonds 2012; also see Cornell and Rosén 2018). They facilitated the development of extractive industries of the Norwegian and Swedish mountainous regions and their metal-producing districts. To the west, the North Atlantic was characterized by the vast sea-faring trade networks of the North Atlantic with its stock fish economy and whaling industry which had been established as early as the eleventh–twelfth century (Lucas and Edwald 2015). And the hub of much of this northern trade was centred in Denmark, especially the Øresund or the Sound, which sat at the border between Denmark and Sweden and controlled the waterborne access between the Baltic and Atlantic. In operation between the mid-fifteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, the Danish Crown levied a tax on all ships passing through the Sound, providing a major part of the Danish state’s revenue, and recurring armed conflict between Denmark and Sweden from the High Middle Ages to the eighteenth century.

Given such diversity, the North is clearly a complex constellation of people and places and so, in exploring the theme of material disparity and social inequality in this region, the contributions to this volume will be stressing this diversity. While the chapters variously intersect with many of the broader interpretive themes of this period, such as capitalism, colonialism, marginality and migration, they will also complicate issues such as class, status, ethnicity, consumption and wellbeing. In the scope of this project, we cannot pretend to offer any broad conclusions or generalizations, but what we can do is demonstrate the multi-faceted nature of material disparity and how it manifests itself in relation to social and political inequality in the different places under investigation. Our primary goal is to focus on the problems surrounding the interpretation of material disparity and what it might or might not mean for inequality – rather than focus on inequality and the search for its material or archaeological signatures.

The organization of the volume

This volume is the outcome of three workshops on the theme of poverty and plenty in the North, funded by the Joint Committee for Nordic research councils in the Humanities and Social Sciences (NOS-HS). These workshops, held in 2022–3 and organized by the editors, brought together around thirty scholars and, from the papers given at these workshops, we have solicited contributions from twenty of them. We have divided these papers into three themes: perspectives, places and things.

In the first section, two papers offer broad overviews on the themes of poverty, plenty and inequality with special reference to the North and historical archaeology. Bengtsson’s chapter provides a critical survey of economic history research on living standards and inequality in Scandinavia c. 1500–1850, and its analytical and theoretical perspectives. In particular, he explores how such research can be better integrated with the more general historiography of the Scandinavian societies. The second paper by Horning broadens the discussion to a transatlantic perspective to consider the material disparities between places like the Inner Hebrides of Scotland and the north and west of Ireland, and seemingly more remote colonized spaces in eastern North America, in terms of diversity and quantity of consumer goods. Horning raises some major questions pertinent to this volume: what do we do when we don’t find much at all on our sites? Or, even if we do, what does that actually tell us about lived experience?

The second section provides nine case studies which focus on specific places and locales, from whole towns to single households, from a bishop’s palace to an almshouse, and explores the material manifestations of poverty and plenty through the built environment and associated material culture. McLees’ chapter situates his research on the archbishop’s palace in Trondheim, Norway, within a context where the lack of legal protection of post-medieval archaeology has resulted in a dearth of excavated material and research. Despite this limitation, he shows the potential for archaeological contexts and material assemblages to offer insights into materialities of wealth, poverty and inequality in this changing urban environment located on the northern periphery of Europe in the post-Reformation period. Another bishop’s residence is the focus of Lucas’s contribution which draws on his excavations at the bishop’s seat of Skálholt in the southwest of Iceland and situates the relative wealth of material culture recovered there with other contemporary sites in Iceland. He asks not what are the causes of its wealth, but rather the consequences. Taking us away from an urban context, Svensson, Amundsen Enefalk and Petterson address the archaeology of crofters and cottagers, who were integral to the rural societies of Norway and Sweden. They investigate the impact that ironworks and large agricultural estates had on their livelihood and the strategies they developed to mediate the changes happening around them. The paper by Nordin explores another marginalized group, the Sámi of central Sweden, and how the state regulated their movement through the implementation of a, for Sweden, unique, ethnically defined indenture system during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Drawing on archaeological research on two Sámi households from the late eighteenth to the late nineteenth centuries, Nordin shows how Sámi groups maintained and developed ritual practices, foodways and language in a society parallel to the majority society and in resistance to it. Hansson’s chapter takes up the archaeology of almshouses or poorhouses in Sweden to explore how their design and location reflected broader attitudes to poverty and the poor, and how gender also intersected with this. His study demonstrates the diversity in their appearance, depending on context, time and prevailing attitudes towards the poor. While some poorhouses were simple houses for one or two families living on alms, others were large complexes where the poor could live in large halls, ten to twenty people, in mixed households.

Taking us away from Scandinavia to Iceland, Bolender delves into the paradox of how household precarity increased for many of the peasant farmers in his study region in the north of the island during the later nineteenth century, at a time when trade liberalization produced new circulations of capital and new opportunities for farmers and farm labourers. On average, farming households moved more often, and the overall dissolution rate of farming households increased as population growth, market-oriented production and modernizing culture placed new pressures on farmland and farm workers. In the next chapter, we go back to Sweden where Tagesson explores the notion of marginality in the context of urban housing, where the size and location of buildings have a much more complex relation to poverty and wealth than usually assumed. Drawing on both archaeological and documentary data, the paper raises important questions about notions of rich and poor in relation to the urban fabric. In their contribution, Tranberg and Ylimaunu take us from urban housing in Sweden to urban gardens in Finland, investigating the way gardens can be seen as reflecting wider social inequalities. In particular, their work, which focuses on the town of Tornio, reveals how the selection of plant species and different types of gardens corresponded to the residents’ wealth. The final chapter of this section, by Linaa, examines the relation between urban poverty and migration. Specifically, it addresses the resilience and survival strategies among sedentary and migrant poor as viewed through the excavated docklands of the Danish town of Aarhus between 1450 and 1850.

The third and final section includes five papers which focus more specifically on objects and assemblages of finds to address the same set of concerns. From glass vessels to funerary clothing, from clearance deposits in Copenhagen to town dumps in Reykjavík, the chapters draw out different insights into the highs and lows of modern living. The first two chapters in the section present the results of development-led excavations conducted by the Museum of Copenhagen. Keenan discusses the vast artefact assemblage excavated from backfilled latrines from mid-nineteenth-century working-class households in Copenhagen. The number of well-preserved artefacts combined with detailed historical archives enables him to outline interesting consumption and re-cycling patterns within this specific neighbourhood. Andreasen’s assemblage, which dates from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries, originates from a citadel on the outskirts of the city. The relatively simple assemblage is interpreted as an indication of a narrow range of social and formal hierarchies in the citadel. The author suggests that the complexity and fluidity of city life outside its boundaries did not penetrate its gates fully. Georg Haggrén looks at glass artefacts from a variety of sites from the early modern period in Sweden and Denmark. He contrasts their abundance in archaeological assemblages with their rarity in museum collections and shows that although the use of glass was more frequent amongst the higher classes, tumblers, beer, schnapps and water glasses are also common finds on lower-status sites. The social context of clothing is the subject of Lipkin’s chapter on funerary attires from Finnish burials. Lipkin discusses how expensive textiles, silk ribbons and metal yarns were used as funerary clothes not only by elite individuals, such as those who were buried at Turku Cathedral, but also in children’s burials from the remote island of Hailuoto. This suggests that the clothing does not simply communicate the wealth and status of the buried individual, but also attitudes towards death and grief. The final contribution in this section is Edwald Maxwell’s discussion on waste. The chapter suggests that waste is one of the dividing points between poverty and plenty, as poorer communities are routinely the recipients of the wealthier households’ waste. The chapter postulates that the ideas of things as produced, used and discarded are ones of the modern capitalist system and that a focus on the care of materials and not ready-made objects may go some way to halt the circulation of waste and perhaps even slow down its creation.

The volume concludes with a commentary by Matthew Johnson who offers his personal reflections on the papers and the theme of the volume.

Some methodological challenges

In this final section of our introduction, we want to draw out some of the key methodological and conceptual issues raised by the papers in this volume. In many ways, whether we are addressing the question of inequality or material disparity, the first issue one must acknowledge is that these are relational terms. What constitutes few or many material possessions for a palaeolithic hunter-gatherer is not the same for a twenty-first-century academic and, in fact, one does not have to go to these extremes to make the point. A peasant farmer in seventeenth-century Iceland lived a very different material life to his twenty-first-century descendant. At the same time, how do we compare the quantity and quality of material possessions of this seventeenth-century Icelandic peasant and their Sámi contemporary in Sweden? Or working-class households in Copenhagen with an archbishop’s palace in Norway? What the papers in this volume reveal are the complexities bound up with these comparisons and, even if the papers themselves rarely make such comparisons explicit, they do shed light on the factors that will affect any such comparison. Below, we draw out these factors in the hope they will help scholars working on these issues in the future and even suggest future lines of research.

Market integration

The modern world is built on a capitalist mode of production, one where people’s access to and acquisition of material goods becomes increasingly dependent on the market and, in turn, where people become increasingly driven into waged labour. The impact of capitalism on people’s strategies and consumption patterns is well explored in the papers of Linaa, Svenson et al. and Bolender. But integration into the capitalist market is always variable depending on where one lives. There is no question that, for someone living in Copenhagen, acquiring pottery was far easier than in Iceland, where all pottery was imported by trade ships that only visited in the summer months for most of the early modern period. The proximity – and entanglement – to capitalist networks will certainly be a major factor in understanding material disparities, as made clear in the papers by Horning, Lucas and Nordin.

Value systems

Nordin and Horning’s paper also stresses how proximity is not purely geographical, but cultural. People may be more or less integrated into capitalist networks of commodities, and partly this may be due to the low interest of merchant capital in extending its network but, equally, it may be due to local resistance to such networks. One needs to incorporate the agency of all parties to understand how proximity and integration may affect material disparities. Did the seventeenth-century Icelandic peasant or eighteenth-century Sámi have little pottery because the market was so poorly established, because they had little resources to pay/trade – or was it because they simply saw no need for such things? Yet, even within a particular society, people may choose to invest in some contexts more than others, as Lipkin’s analysis of funerary clothing indicates. Moreover, we have to be cautious in not carrying over our own value systems into the past; Haggrén’s study of glassware shows how prior assumptions about glassware and status are completely debunked when we study the composition of archaeological assemblages. Indeed, value systems have even affected the visibility and survival of the archaeological record, especially insofar as heritage management systems have traditionally favoured more elite pasts over our impoverished ancestors, as the papers by Tagesson and McLees both point out. This is a point that also seems to be especially salient in the Scandinavian context and its ideology of the Sonderweg.

Social and economic status

Clearly, status and status differences will play a role in explaining material disparities, as Bengtsson’s paper makes clear. Moreover, status is also something that seems to be expressed through spatial segregation as much as material poverty or plenty, as the chapters by McLees, Tagesson and Hansson demonstrate. Nevertheless, having high status and access to resources and money to acquire and accumulate luxury material goods, build large houses or plant ornamental gardens will always be reflected in the archaeological record, as the papers by McLees, Lucas, and Tranberg and Ylimaunu make clear. But it is not enough to rely on simplistic notions of what status means, as this usually puts us in a vicious circle: lots of stuff equals high status; high status equals lots of stuff. What does status mean? People can have a great deal of social status but lack or have limited economic resources such as a religious leader, artist or intellectual. Although economic and social status often go hand in hand, this need not be the case and Andreasen’s study of status within a military context shows how social heterarchies complicate social hierarchies. Similarly, issues of health and wellbeing, classic tropes in discussions of inequality, need to be factored in, as McLees’ contribution on Trondheim reveals. But in terms of material disparities, even if we might be inclined to focus more on the aspect of economic status, what does this mean? Is it about the ability to own, the power to consume, or something else?

Precarity

One of the more important themes that emerges from this volume is that economic status is not so much about how much you have, but how much freedom such resources give you – especially in your ability to adapt, respond to, or even alter the material conditions of your life. As the papers by Tagesson, Svensson et al., Hansson and Bolender all attest, what characterizes poverty is precarity as much as paucity. How vulnerable are households and individuals to changes in their material conditions? How resilient were crofters in Sweden to the emergence and decline of ironworks in their neighbourhood or Iceland tenant farmers in a system of short-term lets? What economic status means, more than the sheer quantity of resources, is the flexibility such resources offer for life opportunities and thus the degree of vulnerability and precarity. Traditionally, such precarity could be offset by strong social networks but, in the wake of rural depopulation and wage labour, the breakdown of such networks would have put much greater stress on the role of economic reserves, either in the form of goods or cash. Moreover, such precarity will vary over the lifecycle of an individual or household; an older household will have had the time to accumulate more resources than a newly formed household or young servant attached to a household, as Bolender points out in his chapter.

Re-cycling

In a context where access to goods is crucial to maintaining households but income and means are limited, the poor have often still found ways to secure such goods. Among the strategies are practices of care for objects, which involve both maintenance and repair but also re-cycling. The papers by Lucas, Tagesson and Edwald Maxwell all touch on these issues in relation to buildings, goods and waste and show how slowing the turnover of objects, making the most of materials and extending their use lives will all impact the impression we have of material plenty and poverty. Equally significant in this respect is the existence of second-hand markets; Keenan’s chapter on the material abundance among dockworkers in Copenhagen may, in part, be explained by access to such second-hand markets and reminds us that quality and quantity of material goods on sites need not necessarily imply high status.

These five factors which we raise here – and there are doubtless more – are ones with which the papers in this volume are particularly engaged. They demonstrate that only through detailed, empirical research on specific locales are these issues brought to the surface and help to address the subtleties of attempting to explore the problem of material disparity and its intersection with social inequality. We hope this volume will help initiate a wider discussion on this topic, especially within the context of European later historical archaeology, which is an ever-expanding sub-field, and one to which work in the Nordic countries has been a leading exponent.
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PART I

PERSPECTIVES





CHAPTER 2

POWER, POVERTY AND PLENTY: PERSPECTIVES ON ECONOMIC INEQUALITY IN EARLY MODERN SCANDINAVIA

Erik Bengtsson



Since the turn of the millennium, a great deal of research in economic history and economics has been devoted to income and wealth inequality in the long run, with especially rich investigations and mappings of Europe since c. 1300 (cf. surveys in Milanovic 2018, 2024; Alfani 2021; Jackson 2023). The purpose of this chapter is to survey this literature and to open up further dialogue between this literature and historical and archaeological research on Scandinavia, with a special emphasis on Sweden. The strength of the research in economic history and economics lies in using a coherent set of methods and applying it to source materials from diverse societies to calculate comparable estimates of inequality. This research has brought forward much new knowledge about the levels and development of inequality, but the literature is weaker on explanations and on grounding the quantitative findings in the wider social and political history of the studied societies (Milanovic 2018, 2024).

I propose that collaboration between historical archaeology and economic historians – in a similar spirit to Jackson’s (2023) call for collaboration for quantitative historians of inequality and historians of capitalism who rely more on qualitative methods – could add new layers and perspectives to the understanding of economic inequality in the long run. Specifically, I believe that the benefits for economic history are twofold. One is the longer time frame allowed with archaeological methods, going further back than the written sources allow. This longer time frame is important not only for extending descriptive series but also because it promises new light on extant theories on levels and developments of inequality in the long run. The second important advantage is that the focus of historical archaeology on establishing the living standards and material cultures of various social groups allows us to bring in the ‘sociological’ dimension of inequality requested by Milanovic (2023), including asking questions about which of the relevant inequality indicators are in qualitatively different societies. A possible collaboration between historical archaeologists and economic historians hopefully also carries promise for the archaeology side, but I am less well-placed to judge how – the chapter is very much written by an economic historian.

The chapter is structured as follows. The first two sections following this introduction outline first the methods and data, then the main results of the European historical inequality literature. Then I discuss the position of Scandinavia in this literature and what consideration of Scandinavia could add. The following section brings historical archaeology research in dialogue with the economic history literature. The final section offers some concluding remarks.

Methods and data of the historical economic inequality literature

For economists and economic historians, the interest in historical economic inequality took off in the 2000s especially when the French economist Thomas Piketty and his co-authors started mapping the distribution of incomes in the United States, France and other countries from the early 1900s, using tax data. (Atkinson and Piketty 2007 is a summary of the first wave of this research.) Taxation sources are the premier type of source for the economic history literature on long-term inequality and also in research on the early modern and medieval periods; records of taxes on income, wealth, land and other resources are used to assess the distribution of incomes and wealth. Among the canonical examples are the Italian estimi, property taxes, of the early modern period (as used in for example Alfani and di Tullio 2021), and the uniquely continuous and consistent wealth tax of the German city of Augsburg from 1498 to 1702 (used for example by van Zanden 1995). Among the major problems of the taxation sources is that large parts of the population – the poor, but often also privileged groups such as the nobility – were exempt. Economic historians adjust for this in various ways, since the aim is to calculate the distribution in the population as a whole: the distribution of income, or, more often in the preindustrial setting, the distribution of assets and wealth.

The other typical sources used by economic historians to assess historical inequality are estate records, probate inventories, wills and other lists of property, typically done at death and/or to facilitate inheritance (see Roine and Waldenström 2015: 512). These sources have the strength of describing the variety of wealth held – from real estate to furniture, clothing and tools – but with the important weakness that historically, the making of probate or wills was strongly biased toward the wealthy. ‘The inventories are no doubt better suited to describing wealth than poverty’, argued Söderberg, Jonsson and Persson (1991: 93) in a study of Stockholm from 1750 to 1850. Beyond estimating inequality from these two sources, one other method is important in the literature: the social tables method. A social table divides the population of a society into social groups – the exact set-up varies, but in early modern contexts it could be for example nobility, clergy, burghers, farmers and workers. For each social group, the social table includes two figures: the share of the population belonging to the group, and the average income of the group. From this set of numbers, the inequality of the distribution can be calculated. This is crude but necessary in historical contexts where individual-level data are not available or are only available for the top of the distribution while one wants to calculate the full distribution (Milanovic 2018, 2024 surveys the social tables-based literature).

Economic historians use the two types of sources, taxation sources and estate/probate sources, to calculate especially two types of measures of income and wealth distribution. One type, made famous by Piketty and co-authors, is the ‘top shares’ type of measure, where one measures for example the incomes of the top 10 per cent of the income distribution (the 10 per cent who earned the most), and relates it to total income to get the concentration measure, the top 10 per cent share of incomes. This measures the concentration of income to the top, but does not describe the full distribution, as it says nothing about the distribution among the bottom 90 per cent of the population. The measure is therefore especially useful when we have plentiful information about the elite groups, but not the lower classes. The other important measure is a distribution concept such as the Gini coefficient, which takes a value between 0 and 1, where 0 means that every person has the same income, and 1 means that one person has all the income. This describes the whole distribution (see Roine and Waldenström 2015: 502–6 for a comparison in a modern setting of the concentration and the distribution measures).

Figure 2.1 exemplifies the full distribution measure. Here we see the Lorenz curve for wealth in Stockholm in 1715, calculated from the temporary wealth tax imposed by King Charles XII to finance his wars (Bengtsson, Olsson and Svensson 2022). The x-axis in the Lorenz curve graph measures the cumulative population, ranked by their wealth: from the poorest per cent of persons to the richest per cent. The y-axis measures the cumulative share of wealth covered. Thus, the lines of the graph show for each position, the share of wealth held by the population up to the current position of the distribution. The grey line is a hypothetical line of perfect equality, where every person has the same wealth: the line rises on the y-axis in perfect proportion to the increase on the x-axis. The Lorenz curve – the black line – portrays instead the actual distribution of wealth. Here, we see that the black line barely rises until it reaches the 50th or 60th percentile: people below that level had essentially no wealth at all. On the contrary, once it reaches the wealthier groups in the 80th percentile and higher, the line rises very quickly, showing the great wealth in these groups. It is a very skewed distribution, indicating high wealth inequality. From the Lorenz curve, the concentration measures like the top decile’s share of wealth can also be inferred. The Lorenz curve in Figure 2.1 shows that the top 10 per cent of the distribution in 1715 Stockholm held about 95 per cent of the city’s wealth.
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Figure 2.1    Wealth inequality in Stockholm in 1715. Note: This figure is produced using the data from Bengtsson, Olsson and Svensson (2022). The grey line shows the hypothetical line of perfect equality. The black line shows the actual distribution.



The Gini coefficient may be calculated as the ratio of (a) the area between the actual Lorenz curve and the line of perfect equality, and (b) the total area below the line of perfect equality. If the actual Lorenz curve overlaps with the line of perfect equality, meaning that every percentile of the distribution has 1 per cent of the incomes or wealth, the Gini is 0. In the case of Figure 2.1, the Gini is 0.945, consistent with the fact that the black line is much closer to perfect inequality than to the grey line. This is a very high level of inequality, and I will get back to the substantial interpretation of this further on, but for now, the important bit is the introduction to the measures. Next, I will survey the results and theories of the European historical inequality literature, which dominantly uses the methods and sources discussed in this section.

Main results of the historical economic inequality literature

The European historical inequality literature of recent years has brought to light a by-now canonical result. This is that inequality was, for as long back as we have continuous estimates of the type discussed in the previous section, high and growing. Only under exceptional circumstances, such as the negative labour supply shock after the Black Death, which caused real wages to rise and land prices to fall, did inequality decrease (Alfani 2021: 10–18; van Bavel 2022; Jackson 2023. Alfani 2021: 7–8, 24 also argues that inequality fell in Europe in the centuries after the fall of the Roman Empire, due to the decline of imperial power, but this chapter focuses on the medieval and post-medieval periods.). Figure 2.2 shows representative results from the research of a central contributor to the literature, Guido Alfani (2021). The figure shows the Gini coefficient of wealth in three Italian regions: the Sabaudian State, the Florentine State and the Republic of Venice. Inequality decreased over the fourteenth century, bottomed out in 1450, and then started a long period of increase. Similar results have been obtained for Germany (Alfani, Gierok and Schaff 2023) and other regions, and it is generally accepted (cf. van Bavel 2022; Jackson 2023) as a stylized fact that overall, economic inequality was on the rise in early modern Europe.

What could explain the observed patterns? The standard assumptions among economic historians are that the levels of inequality are related to economic growth and income levels in society. With economic growth in the early modern period, one could expect a more complex and stratified economy with a greater concentration of capital to wealthy groups (van Zanden 1995). It is also the case, as Milanovic, Lindert and Williamson (2011) have pointed out, that in a very poor economy, income inequality is restricted by the fact that with low average income, a very unequal distribution of income entails that the poorest citizens will be on the brink of starvation. With such inequality, a society cannot reproduce stably. The Milanovic-Lindert-Williamson argument does not presuppose a linear relationship between overall societal affluence and inequality, but a maximum range of income inequality varying with the level of income.
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Figure 2.2    Wealth inequality in Italy, 1300–1800. Note: This figure is produced using the data from Alfani (2021), Figure 2A. The measure is the Gini coefficient of wealth. The y-axis is cropped at 0.3 and 0.9 for legibility.



The newer literature overall rejects economic growth as the driver of inequality. Instead, researchers such as Alfani (2021; cf Milanovic 2018) argue that inequality rises in societies and times without economic growth, as well as in those with economic growth. For Alfani, the long-run growth of inequality is rather connected to the rise of the military state and its powers of taxation through which it concentrated the resources to the wealthy and powerful strata (also Schaff 2023). It is fair to say that the two main types of explanations in the economic history literature are economic development/economic growth, and the role of the state. The role of the state is itself intimately connected to the role of elites in society and the degree of elite dominance (cf. Alfani 2021: 25–6).

Until recently, the economic history literature was much stronger on description than on explanation. As Milanovic (2018: 1030) remarked in an overview of the literature a few years ago: ‘While all this accumulation of new evidence is remarkable, work on the causal factors that might have driven inequality and on explanations of the changes in historical inequality has hardly begun.’ In recent years more attention has been devoted to the mechanisms and explanations of changes in inequality, which is very positive. The recent emphasis of Alfani and di Tullio (2019) in their study of the Venetian republic on the role of the state, militarism and taxes in increasing inequality is very welcome but deserves further development. Piketty (2020) likewise in his recent book Capital and Ideology moved to a comprehensive view of inequality, bringing politics and ideology into a field dominated by quantitative methods.

Milanovic’s (2024) call, in a recent study, for a consideration of the ‘sociological dimension’ is much overdue for the literature. Milanovic’s paper surveys fifty studies using the social table approach (discussed above), encompassing quite different societies – from Athens in 330 BC and the Roman Empire in AD 14 to Iraq in 900, England in 1381, Moghul India in 1750 and twentieth-century colonies. Milanovic pays special attention to the richest and poorest groups in each society, with this focus providing a sociological dimension to quantitative measures like the Gini coefficient. The richest group varied between landlords and nobles, merchants-capitalists and bourgeoisie and colonizers. The poorest group varied between slaves, peasants, workers and soldiers, the jobless, and foreigners/non-citizens. For any discussion of historical inequality in Scandinavia stretching back to the Middle Ages and perhaps even the Iron Age, I believe that such a ‘sociological’ approach is necessary; to approach questions such as the fall of slavery, the varying role of the aristocracy and estates over time, and the rise of the state.

The argument that inequality historically always rose, except in relation to disasters like the Black Death, seems debatable in connection to the abolition of slavery and serfdom in the Middle Ages. I think that, if the economic history literature on inequality enters into dialogue with historical archaeology and extends its focus further back into the Middle Ages, it would lead to interesting discussions about the relevant conceptualizations of inequality as well as the interconnections between social systems and economic inequality. I will come back to this idea below.

What should we expect for Scandinavia?

Scandinavia has not played an important part in the recent history of economic inequality. Studies of Sweden from 1750 to 1900 (Bengtsson et al. 2018) and Finland in the same years (Bengtsson et al. 2019), both building on probate inventories, are part of the overall literature, but have not made much of an impact on the overall European picture. (Cf. discussion in Alfani 2021: 13.) A study of Stockholm from 1650 to 1750, building on probate inventories from 1650, 1700 and 1750 and the wealth tax of 1715, found very high inequality in the Swedish capital, as indicated in Figure 2.1, and explained the high inequality with an oligarchic political rule and Mercantilist regulations keeping wages down and handing out privileges to the wealthy (Bengtsson, Olsson and Svensson 2022). However, Stockholm was the largest city in Sweden and the capital, so it is difficult to generalize from this, as we know that cities tended to be more unequal than the countryside. Lack of sources has held back further progress in extending these trends back in time, but I will devote the rest of the chapter to a discussion of the possibilities for progress here.

Let us begin here: why would further research on historical inequality in Scandinavia be interesting? Given the theories prevalent in the international literature, there are several reasons. If economic standards and economic growth is of relevance (van Zanden 1995; Milanovic, Lindert and Williamson 2011; Alfani and García Montero 2022), then the relatively low living standards of late medieval Scandinavia would yield an expectation of relatively low inequality. However, we also know that there were interesting processes of economic development in early modern Scandinavia: the Swedish economy appears to have increased in complexity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with growing cities, a growing mining sector and increasing internationalization. Recent research also suggests that the Swedish social structure in the late medieval and early modern period may have been more complex than hitherto assumed (Andersson 2023).

The second, and even stronger reason that Scandinavia would be interesting is against the backdrop of the emphasis on the state and political power in the recent inequality literature. The Swedish warfare state of the 1500s and 1600s has been celebrated for its Weberian efficiency (Glete 2002) while Norway was submerged under Denmark and then Sweden. The rise of states in Scandinavia in the 1100s and 1200s – whether construed as the rise of feudalism or not – is a central discussion in archaeological and historical research on medieval Scandinavia (e.g. Poulsen, Vogt and Sigurðsson 2019). Researching inequality in the Nordic context would add something new by studying highly dynamic states in what might be relatively poor economies.

Beyond speaking to established theories of inequality, Scandinavia is also of interest as the region often is associated with an unusual degree of egalitarianism. In the economic history literature, the idea of a Swedish or Scandinavian Sonderweg has been discussed by Bengtsson (2019), but it is notable that a parallel discussion occurred in historical archaeology in the 1990s and 2000s (which I was unaware of when I wrote my 2019 article.) As Iversen and Myking (2019: 33) formulate it: ‘For a long time. Nordic historians clung to the view, inspired by the Germanistic nineteenth-century tradition, that the Nordic countries represented a Nordic Sonderweg, with a majority of free, allodial bændr (householders (singular bóndi)), in contrast to the western European medieval manorial system.’ (Cf. Berg 2003: 12, and for a different view, Brink 2021: 302–3.) In the 1990s, according to Iversen and Myking, especially Norwegian archaeologists rebelled against this view, and emphasized the great importance of slavery in the Iron Age and early medieval Scandinavian economies, where magnates extracted a surplus from thralls until the 1100s or so when tenant farming replaced serfdom as the main logic of production. Thus, for historical archaeologists and economic historians alike, the comparative level of inequality in Scandinavia is of interest. If Scandinavian societies and economies were indeed more egalitarian, then this opens up interesting questions about the underlying explanations. If Scandinavian societies were not more egalitarian, then this also raises puzzles about long-run Scandinavian development.

One recent study reconstructs the income distribution of Sweden in 1613, using the one-off tax of Älvsborg Ransom. The data are not very granular in all parts of the distribution, but they do give a picture of the society as a whole. As Figure 2.3 shows, the calculation of the Lorenz curve in Sweden in 1613 compared to the province of Cracow in 1578 and England and Wales in 1688.
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Figure 2.3    Income inequality in Sweden in 1613 in a comparative perspective. Note: Builds on replication file for Andersson and Molinder (2024). Sweden and Finland data produced by Andersson and Molinder; England and Wales data produced by Lindert and Williamson (1982) and Cracow data produced by Malinowski and van Zanden (2017).



The results reproduced in Figure 2.3 indicate that the Swedish income distribution in the early 1600s indeed was more egalitarian than that of England and Wales or Poland. Andersson and Molinder argue that the greater egalitarianism of Sweden-Finland reflects the greater role of freeholder farmers. With the long run perspective of this chapter, the question naturally arises: what about the earlier centuries, say 1000 to 1600? I will not turn to a speculative discussion of this matter, based on a partial reading of the historical archaeology literature.

Bringing in historical archaeology

This section brings in research from historical archaeology to discuss what the economic history literature and historical archaeology could add to each other in the understanding of long-term inequality. These comments come from the viewpoint of an economic historian with a dilettantish grasp of archaeological research and should be seen as the early steps of an interdisciplinary dialogue.

I build my discussion on a small selection of recent to not-so-recent (early 2000s) publications in medieval archaeology. The choice of works to discuss has not been delimited by the concept of ‘inequality’, which does not seem to be as common in the archaeological context as in the economic history context, but rather by focus on social groups and material production.

A first strong impression from historical archaeology is that the sociological dimension requested by Milanovic (2024) for the economic historians, is very much present here. In discussions of Iron Age serfdom, medieval expansion and contraction, and the towns of the Middle Ages, distinctions between lord and peasant, nobility and commoner, free farmer and serf, are very much present. The transition from Iron Age elite to medieval aristocracy as studied by Hansson (2001) for the south Swedish region of Småland, and by Berg (2003) for the central Swedish region of Östergötland, appears of great interest from an inequality perspective, for at least two reasons. Firstly, as mentioned above, the economic history literature tends to start around 1300 or later. Aristocratic elites existing in the High Middle Ages tend to be taken for granted, as one cannot take a longer genealogical perspective on their genesis and evolution with the sources and methods employed by the inequality historians. Hansson uses written sources to study the manors of the aristocrats of the 1300s and 1400s, but uses archaeological methods and evidence from churches, graves and residential sites to map the growth of the local upper class in the preceding centuries. Berg, in a dissertation on historical geography, likewise uses a multitude of sources to trace the evolution of estates and farms in Östergötland from 1000 to the mid-1500s.

The second reason why Hansson’s approach is exciting from an economic history perspective is that the longer time frame allows for a discussion of the hypothesis of Alfani (2021) that inequality historically has been on an increasing trend, only interrupted by disasters. The freeing of the slaves (or thralls) in Scandinavia c. 1100–1300 invites an interesting conceptual and empirical discussion about the evolution of inequality for Scandinavia in this turbulent period. The states grew stronger (cf. Poulsen, Vogt, and Sigurðsson 2019) which in the economic history literature would be assumed to be associated with growing inequality, but at the same time, a transition from slavery-driven manorial economies to more feudal economies with rent-paying tenant farmers happened. This could be associated with increasing equality: to abolish slavery must conceptually be one of the most important egalitarian reforms that one can imagine.

Overall, the evolution of stronger states and of the institution of private property during the 1100s and 1200s in Scandinavia opens interesting questions for the history of inequality. Did societies become more unequal with a stronger sense of private property? In fact, the question asks itself: what do we mean by more or less unequal; what is a useful metric for the degree of inequality in society? The economic history literature tends to stick closely to the quantitative measures of the distribution of income and wealth, but extending the time frame backwards to the early Middle Ages and slave society facilitates conceptual discussions on the limits of the quantitative measures. With the great extent of religious-institutional ownership of land in medieval Scandinavia, the question of how to treat public ownership – or in this case, Church ownership – within an inequality framework. The bishops and clergymen did not personally own the land, but they did reap the benefits from it, in an unequal relationship with the agrarian producers. How should this institutional aspect be treated within the inequality discussion?

Given the suggestion from Milanovic (2023) that the historical inequality literature should focus more on social groups and analyse the beneficiaries and disadvantages of various social orders, for the economic historians, research such as that of Hansen (2020) on urban aristocrats in the Middle Ages, or Nilsson, Hansson and Svensson (2020) on rural proletarians in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, are very useful in providing detailed and contextualized knowledge about certain groups. The careful reconstruction of the roles of various social groups can be used to build social tables – representations of society’s social composition with two kinds of information: the share of each social group in the population, and the average income of each social group. Archaeological methods have been used to calculate the Gini coefficients of house sizes of various societies, such as ancient Greece and Rome (cf. Alfani 2021: 6–8) as well as Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age societies in the Middle East and the Americas (Kohler et al. 2017). Similar approaches should be useful in the Scandinavian context as well, but the archaeological methods could also be combined with the social table approach to produce inequality estimates.

Conclusions

I believe that collaboration between historical archaeologists and economic historians in producing new quantitative estimates of economic inequality in Scandinavia from, say, 1000 to the 1700s could be interesting for scholars of both disciplines, and adjacent ones, for several reasons. Firstly, such a venture could shed new light on Scandinavian societal history, and debates about the rise of feudalism, state development, and the peculiar (or not) role of farmers in Scandinavian social and economic history. Secondly, such research would also be of great interest in the investigation of the drivers of long-run economic inequality, speaking to the theories discussed above.
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CHAPTER 3

METROPOLES AND MARGINS: AN ATLANTIC PERSPECTIVE

Audrey Horning



Introduction

What does the presence and absence of ‘stuff’ on sites of the last 400 years actually mean, how does it relate to notions of poverty, and how can we identify and interrogate poverty through the material record? These questions have always been a preoccupation of mine because, with a few notable exceptions, I have mainly worked on sites associated with non-elite people, which means sites with limited artefact assemblages and often scanty documentary records. My research is broadly situated in the early modern Atlantic world, particularly those places impacted by British colonialism, with a few forays into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In this essay, I draw widely from this research, and bring in thoughts inspired by those working in the Nordic North.

Two central issues lie at the heart of considerations of the meaning of poverty in the North. The first has to do with poverty itself, and how it is defined and how we ‘see’ it archaeologically, and the other has to do with stuff, the things we can see archaeologically. From the sixteenth century onwards, the number of objects in circulation accelerates, facilitated by maritime innovations, expanding exchange relationships and colonialism. Colonialism underpins the uneven access to goods, and the extraction of resources that fed increasing desire for things, inextricably linked to notions of alienability, abstraction and commoditization inherent to the emergence of capitalism. Yet this was an uneven process that was not as deterministic as is often assumed. Before further considering the spread and impacts of capitalism and its relationship to poverty, it is worth interrogating what is meant by poverty.

More than anything, poverty relates to social position and is thus relational. In nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western contexts, it can seem ‘easy’ to discern poverty, because it is linked to a class position within an overarching capitalist system. Historical archaeologists have very productively explored poverty in these centuries, as considered by James Symonds (2011b). But any notion of poverty as linked to class and as marked by an inability to consume is itself impoverished (pun intended), or at least incomplete, when it comes to understanding earlier periods and locales like Iceland and the Nordic North. There, trade patterns and social organization differed significantly enough that mere presence or absence of goods is insufficient for discerning social position. In short, our contemporary understanding of poverty is dependent upon the existence of capitalism, with all its exploitation and inequalities. Of course, poverty can exist without capitalism, if we consider it in relation to basic subsistence needs. But subsistence is not dependent upon possession of sufficient numbers of goods made of durable materials that survive to be found archaeologically. Capitalist penetration itself was haphazard, incomplete and subject to a variety of environmental and cultural constraints.

Furthermore, from an archaeological standpoint, objects are complicated, seldom readily indexing the status, or ethnicity, or gender, or occupation that we seek. What does the presence or absence of material culture tell us about human experience? What do we do when we don’t find much at all on our sites? Or, even if we do, what does that actually tell us about lived experience? A cautionary tale comes from the study of sites associated with enslaved African Americans. In 1989, William Adams and Sarah Boling published an article which described surprisingly rich material assemblages found in several Georgia slave quarter sites. In so doing, they fell directly into a very large elephant trap, one that equated possession of consumer goods with quality of life. They failed to address the reality that all the ceramics in the world could never ameliorate lack of freedom and the reality that individuals owning those pretty plates and teacups could also be bought and sold just like those objects. As Parker Potter (1991: 98) phrased it, the authors’ focus on the objects rather than the people suggested that ‘the ability of both planters and slaves to buy similar tableware is a more powerful social fact than the ability of planters to buy and sell slaves’. For Adams and Boling, their lack of self-reflection provided opportunity for the appropriation of their work by those wishing to deny the horrors of slavery and by extension, prolong racist inequality in the present. But there is also a fundamental lesson about archaeological myopia, and being so focused on our object of study that we lose sight of the proverbial forest. As a first step, we need to completely dispense with simplistic equations between quantity of goods and quality of life.

Exploring the margins: twentieth-century Blue Ridge

I am going to consider that conundrum of how quantity and quality of objects may or may not index social position and quality of life through a series of case studies. I take a stratigraphic approach backward in time from the twentieth century, when measures of impoverishment are well documented, to the sixteenth-century maritime world of the North Atlantic, when the circulation of consumer goods was only beginning to accelerate. Starting with the twentieth century, one of the first projects I undertook in which I grappled with issues of poverty and marginality was situated in the Blue Ridge mountains of Virginia. While geographically far from the area of primary focus of this volume, there are shared interpretive concerns. Early twentieth-century inhabitants of the Blue Ridge exemplified marginality and poverty, at least as described by the 1930s’ Chicago sociologist and eugenicist Mandel Sherman. Writing with the journalist Thomas Henry in a book entitled Hollow Folk, Sherman painted Blue Ridge residents as ‘unlettered folk, sheltered in tiny mud plastered log cabins and supported by a primitive agriculture’ who were not ‘of the twentieth century’ (Sherman and Henry 1933: 1–2). Their children reportedly had no toys, the adults were lazy, and standards of hygiene were abysmal. Living in lands designated for the new Shenandoah National Park, these backward hillbillies needed to be removed to become civilized, and not at all coincidentally, to make way for the park. Over 500 families were subsequently displaced, their lands seized, and their homes dismantled or burned to the ground to make way for the ‘restoration’ of nature. Unsurprisingly, the displaced and now their descendants retain and maintain bitterness and anger at their losses and how they were caricatured (Horning 2004, 2019).

Far from corroborating degeneracy and material impoverishment, the archaeological record from three of the communities studied by Sherman easily disproved characterizations of hillbilly isolation through the presence of automobile parts, a 1931 card calendar, Coke bottles, 78 RPM record fragments, soap dishes, decorative glass tableware, and many toys: dolls, tin trucks, marbles, and even a toy ray gun. The tangibility of these objects proved very useful in countering notions of cultural backwardness and complicating understandings of the Blue Ridge in ways that validated the self-understandings of the displaced, albeit in no way ameliorating their sense of loss. At the same time, all the ray guns in the world could not shift the power differential between small landholders and tenants in a space desired by the more powerful. Possession of consumer goods is generally viewed as shorthand or metaphor for modern. Denying the participation of Blue Ridge dwellers in the wider consumer economy was thus necessary in arguing for their lack of modernity. However, while the equation of consumer goods and modernity may be handy for archaeologists, it is an unsatisfactory means of interpreting human experience. Even if Blue Ridge dwellers had not owned cars, fancy shoes, and mail-order toys, they were ipso facto modern because they existed within the framework of a wider society and a world that understood itself to be modern. Whatever modernity is, it may be understood as more a state of mind, or state of awareness, than solely as a state of materiality.

What did the Blue Ridge material culture say about poverty, then? There were clear material inequities between households, related to forms of subsistence, and tenancy versus landownership. Households associated with wage labourers yielded tin cans and commercial food jars, indicative of the need to purchase foodstuffs, while farming households exhibited higher quantities of canning jars and stoneware crocks for preserving homegrown foods. The impact of outside charity was evident, with discrete dumps of rejected goods like ladies’ high-heeled shoes found at home sites associated with families targeted by 1930s’ reformers. No household assemblage even remotely conformed to the image presented by Sherman and Henry, an image concocted in support of Sherman’s eugenicist theories and Henry’s vested interest in park establishment. Furthermore, Blue Ridge residents enjoyed far greater food security than their urban counterparts, given the prevalence of vegetable gardens, access to wild plants and animals, and the high rates of land ownership (Horning 2019).

Exploring the margins: western Irish islands

Excavating deeper into the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries, a parallel material pattern emerged from the archaeology associated with the post-medieval deserted village of Slievemore on Achill Island, Co. Mayo on the west coast of Ireland (Figure 3.1). In the Irish imagination, the western islands are the most culturally authentic places on the island, unsullied by British colonialism and inhabited – if we are to believe the permanent displays at the National Museum of Ireland at Castlebar, Co. Mayo – by communities that ‘relied on the resources available in the immediate natural environment for self-sufficiency and survival’ (https://www.museum.ie/en-IE/Museums/Country-Life/Exhibitions/The-Natural-Environment). Travel writers and diarists assure us of the truth of that perspective, describing Achill islanders as ‘remote from all the civilized hours of man’ (Trotter 1819), living in ‘the most miserable looking hovels’, with only ‘a pot for boiling their potatoes, a bit of a table and one or two broken stools’ (Young [1780]1897). To not have stuff, to not be ‘tainted’ by industrially produced items, is to somehow be more authentic (if not modern) – a trope that we see applied to Iceland as well, for example in the travel writings of William Morris (Purkis 1962).

By 1900, with the arrival of the railroad (a quintessential symbol of modernity), we are assured that Achill still ‘exhibits a similar state of things in many points little altered by contact with the mainland. The people … show very little change in spite of the introduction of a good many articles of manufacture’ (Mansfield and Mansfield 1904: 169). Those ‘good many articles’ are attested to archaeologically, and overwhelmingly relate to hospitality practices in the dominance of highly decorated, if inexpensive, teawares. The presence of these items complicates blanket assumptions about marginality, itself perhaps easier seen through the documentary record and the continued use of byre dwellings, in which the human residents shared floor space with livestock, into the early twentieth century. Unlike the Blue Ridge, food security was an issue on Achill, given the wholesale reliance on potatoes and a lack of access to fishing. While the seas around Achill were abundant with fish in the nineteenth century, access was restricted to those with sufficient capital to own boats and access processing stations (Dunn and Meide 2014).
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Figure 3.1    Deserted village, Slievemore, Co. Mayo (A. Horning).



The Blue Ridge and Achill Island are just two of many places that were characterized as impoverished yet exhibit archaeological assemblages that do not wholly cooperate, complicating assumptions of the equation of consumer goods with quality of life. I am suspicious about narratives of otherness which serve political purposes, whether to facilitate a national park or to perpetuate a nationalist myth of western Irish purity, and I reject the simplistic equation of consumption with modernity. However, there are genuine questions surrounding the role of objects in the maintenance and transformation of community identities in historically marginalized spaces. Why do individuals anchored in a subsistence economy decide to acquire manufactured goods, and what do they choose? On Achill, objects were selectively incorporated into existing material repertoires both pragmatically and creatively. Colourful ceramics were deployed aesthetically through display, as well as incorporated into hospitality rituals, a pattern also identified for nineteenth-century Scottish households in the Outer Hebrides (Webster 1999; Symonds 2011a), and is discernible on Inishark and Inishbofin, Co. Galway, to the south of Achill Island (Morrow and Chesson 2016).

Like Achill, Inishbofin and Inishark were considered a place apart, so culturally isolated that in 1890 the British anthropologist Alfred Cort Haddon stole thirteen human skulls from St Colman’s church on Inishbofin for craniometric studies to prove his racist theories about the negritude of the western Irish (Haddon 1890; Walsh 2023). Following prolonged lobbying by islanders, Trinity College Dublin finally returned those ancestral remains in July 2023, where their institutional wrappings were ritually replaced by linen cloths, a standing-room-only Mass delivered, and the ancestors carefully interred in a new grave in the ancient St Colman’s graveyard (Figure 3.2). Exactly how Haddon and his partner in crime, Andrew Fisher Dixon (later to be Professor of Anatomy at Trinity) managed to ignore the very tangible presence of the ‘modern’ world on Inishbofin (I picture them sipping their morning tea from a transfer printed Staffordshire teacup served by a Bofin host) before committing theft and hightailing it off the island speaks to the very real, and insidious, strength of intellectual desire. We see what we want to see, and not what we don’t – neatly illustrated by Haddon’s excited recording of ‘relics of barbarism’ when encountering Inishkea islanders utilizing quernstones, ignoring the fact that it was undoubtedly imported grain being ground into flour (Walsh 2023: 91).

Islands are ready spaces for such allure; contradictory spaces that are, literally, insular yet inherently connected via the sea. Islands fascinate archaeologists, perhaps because we are always vainly seeking the boundaries of our sites. Islands can seem tangible and definable, yet that is illusory. Shorelines constantly shift, the sea is central to daily life, and the one theme emerging from island archaeology is the rarity of finding any society that was ever truly insular. That lack of insularity is not just a characteristic of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, even as meanings of poverty and its material measurement become more challenging to assess the further back in time we look. Digging deeper into the past, western Irish islands emerge as also wholly implicated in the emergence of ‘the Atlantic world’; itself a heuristic device deployed to bring structure to understandings of the complex processes of European expansion. Western Irish islands were situated squarely in a contested physical space dominated in the sixteenth century by the wider conflict between Protestant England and Catholic Spain, and in the seventeenth century by the expanding Atlantic economy. Island inhabitants were far from passive participants. Late medieval Gaelic maritime worlds were very dynamic spaces. Inishbofin and Inishark were intimately connected to the worlds of both the Ó Flaithbheartaigh and Uí Mhaille lordships (Naessens 2018) and were central to their wide-ranging maritime activities (including Atlantic piracy, see Kelleher 2020) in ways that we really have yet to fully identify and interrogate.
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Figure 3.2    Reburial of the stolen crania in St Colman’s Churchyard, Inishbofin, 16 July 2023 (A. Horning).



Inishbofin was also a pivotal location in the religious wars of the mid-seventeenth century, serving as the principal Irish Confederate stronghold in the West until seized by Parliamentarian forces in 1653. The fortification known as Cromwell’s Barracks (Figure 3.3), now surviving as a ruin, served as a prison for Irish clergy prior to intended (albeit never actioned) transportation to Barbados (Walsh 1989). Maritime archaeology reveals other seventeenth-century Caribbean connections, in the form of a shipwreck whose timbers exhibit damage from the tropical terrado worm (Dunne and O’ Donoghue 2008). Yet domestic sites of the same period yield very few artefacts. How are we to interpret this dearth? Surely not as evidence of ignorance of the broader geopolitics that were literally swirling about the island, and the ships that transferred news alongside hard-to-trace commodities akin to the beer that was shipped to Iceland (Mehler 2009). It is perfectly possible to be connected and to own very little stuff, by choice, necessity, or a combination of the two. Uneasiness over the morality of luxury consumption was common in the early modern European world (De Vries 2008), while limited consumption can serve as a strategic tactic in situations of precarity.
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Figure 3.3    Cromwell’s Barracks, Inishbofin (A. Horning).



Exploring the margins: Ulster and the Isles

As we piece together the complex world of Gaelic maritime lordships, it remains difficult to pin down archaeological evidence for non-elite experiences, well beyond western islands. I have spent decades looking at sites in the north of Ireland dating to the plantation period when England attempted to exert power over Ireland through the planting of settlements. Investigating smaller village sites, I have tried to understand relations between the Irish and incoming English and Scots from a material perspective. We have documents promoting plantation and telling us how it was supposed to work, we have cartographic sources hinting at the actualities as well as the intentions, we have surviving castles and bawns, we have powerful contemporary narratives, but we have little artefactual evidence. I’ve been forced to hang a controversial argument about the extent of cultural entanglement between the Irish and the incomers on a handful of sherds of hand-built Irish cooking pots that appear in planter households (Horning 2013: 233–4).

The first site I investigated was Movanagher, the principal village of the Mercers company in the newly created Londonderry Plantation, a scheme based upon tapping the financial resources of the City of London by compelling its guilds to take up grants of land in the forfeited Ó Catháin and Ó Néill lordships. The Companies were to remove Irish from their lands, build only English-style houses, and develop a capitalist economy. The reality was different, with continued reliance on an Irish workforce and in most of the Company villages, incorporation of Irish-style houses made of turf and wattle. Deemed inferior by the English, these homes – like those employed in post-medieval Iceland (Bolender, Johnson and Bello 2020; Edwald-Maxwell 2021), were perfectly warm and cosy even if they violated the new architectural emphasis on privacy and closure (Johnson 1996). The ephemeral traces of one such house were uncovered at Movanagher, accompanied by a handful of Irish hand-built pottery and English imports hinting at substantive relations between English and Irish (Horning 2001).

The only other extant evidence we have for similar house types is found in undeveloped upland areas, where small turf-walled huts survive and are assumed to index seasonal transhumance (booleying). Only a handful of these sites have been excavated, yielding either no artefacts, or chronologically vague artefacts such as Ulster coarse pottery (dating from the thirteenth through seventeenth centuries), similar to the challenge involved in dating Icelandic sheepfolds (Aldred 2012). And many sites labelled as booley huts more likely relate to permanent occupancy, as suggested by compound structures, clusters of buildings, and the presence of field boundaries and cultivation ridges (Gardiner 2018).

The most impressive cluster of turf-walled structures consists of 129 subrectangular, earthen huts in Goodland and adjacent townlands above Murlough Bay in Co. Antrim (Horning 2007). Unrelated to seasonal transhumance, the houses were built in alignment with one another, exhibit similar deterioration, are associated with cultivation ridges, and likely relate to the late sixteenth to early seventeenth-century maritime world dominated by Clan Domhnaill, Highland Catholic Scots who expanded from Islay into the north of Ireland. Evidence linking Islay and Goodland include late sixteenth-century maps depicting Scottish beacons on the clifftop; a pair of 1620 leases to Islay brothers Alexander and Donal Magee; and clear similarities between the Goodland houses and those found at the MacDonnell lordship centre at Finlaggan on Islay. Excavation of one Goodland dwelling (Horning and Brannon 2004) yielded only a single blob of Ulster coarse pottery and a rather unexpected late eighteenth-century radiocarbon date. However materially impoverished the site may be, its clifftop positioning speaks to connectivity with the dynamic early modern Gaelic seafaring world of Ulster and the Scottish isles and its engagement with an expanding maritime economy linking the whole of the North Atlantic (Breen 2019; Gardiner and McNeill 2016).

That expanding maritime economy also encompassed Iceland and the Faroe Islands, through the emplacement of Hanseatic trading stations (Mehler 2009). The evidence from those locations, as well as from sites in Ulster and the Scottish isles, pose challenges in understanding how, on the one hand, communities can be intimately and wholly enmeshed in the expanding capitalist economy through the trans-shipment of goods and the exploitation of local resources like fish, kelp, and for Iceland sulphur (Mehler 2015), yet incorporate very few to no consumer goods. For example, in 2015, Wes Forsythe and I explored the settlement of Ardskenish in southern Colonsay, a small island in the Inner Hebrides.  Ardskenish (Figure 3.4) consists of a cluster of subrectangular house platforms and associated cultivation ridges which map evidence indicates were occupied between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. We tested two houses and an adjacent midden. Finds recovered included a single white ball clay tobacco pipestem with a stem bore diameter indicative of the period 1650–80; a stone gaming piece; a sherd of coarse pottery of probable Iron Age date; and a handful of rusty nails. The midden incorporated cattle, sheep/goat, and poultry bones alongside fish and shellfish. Yet the notion that Ardskenish inhabitants were blissfully unaware of the contents of the ships that drew anchor nearby strains credibility. That single pipestem grows in importance, referencing both transatlantic connectivity and the deeply intimate nature of tobacco smoking as a materially dependent habit of the modern mind.
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Figure 3.4    Excavation at Ardskenish (A. Horning).



Metropoles and margins: concluding thoughts

Along with taking inspiration from Latour’s considerations of scale, where the global is always assembled at the local (Latour 1993), it is tempting to return to insights from the anthropology of peasants to understand the choices made by ‘marginal’ communities. Such work acknowledges that limited engagement with a market economy is directly linked to an emphasis on household maintenance. In other words, the primary product of a household is its own reproduction, with principal emphasis on food production over the generation of cash (Stoll 2017; Wolf 1966). A peasant household can therefore knowingly remove itself from the market and still survive, whereas more materially entangled elites cannot. Such decision-making takes place within a framework of market knowledge, rather than of ignorance.

This is another twist on the argument that Ian Hodder and Gavin Lucas (2017) have made about the ability of elites to delegate care for their universe of things to others, when non-elites cannot. In a period of downturn or anxiety, or in persistent conditions of precarity, there are strategic advantages to being less entangled and dependent on both things and the labour of others. Ownership of luxury goods did little for those English colonists of the early seventeenth-century James Fort in Virginia who starved to death, leaving their compatriots to shovel their worldly possessions into open and fetid wells. Fetishized in the present as a treasure trove of goodies from the birthplace of America (‘Amazing artifacts from Jamestown well’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xyxWLEbn-3E), this discarded stuff in actuality encapsulates trauma and the pointlessness of accumulation.

The insecurities of tenancy also severely restricted market access for the Colonsay householders, in the same manner as has been highlighted for Iceland. There, Bolender, Johnson and Bello (2020: 3) have noted how ‘highly insecure conditions of tenancy played a role in creating and sustaining dependencies, inequalities, and economic precarity’. Even today, Colonsay is largely owned by a single laird, a key factor in current debates around building a sustainable island community for the future. One thing is for sure. The tenant household assemblage from Ardskenish looks very little like those in colonial eastern North America, which yield a wide array of manufactured imports, but, crucially, are also principally associated with small-scale landholders (Bell 2005). This contrast between rural Scotland and colonial American assemblages was also noted by Eric Schweickart (2014). The difference may lie in the role of objects in a colonial setting (Virginia) versus one (Scotland) that may be closer to the metropole but which appears less in need of colonial control exerted by trapping people in a web of consumption. This is amplified by the households associated with enslaved labourers that exhibit diverse and sizable assemblages of consumer goods. Rather than seeing the possession of fine tablewares as somehow ameliorating the conditions of enslavement, as suggested by Adams and Boling in 1989, such assemblages masked and perpetuated fundamental inequalities.

How do we recognize inequality and poverty, then, if it is not through lack of material goods? Biomarkers of disease and malnutrition on human skeletal remains provide one obvious means of identifying poverty. That said, disturbing and studying the remains of individuals who were subjected to poverty and marginalization in the past just to prove that such was the case, would be profoundly unethical. Fortunately for historical archaeologists, we do not have to rely solely upon the bioarchaeological or material records in approaching poverty and marginalization. It is through the historical records that we can see the power differentials that governed variable access to the bare necessities of life like food, water, and shelter. The silences in the archive likewise remind us of those who had little opportunity to challenge inequality in such a way as to leave a documentary trail.

Finally, the dearth of manufactured goods found on rural sites in marginal areas of the north of Ireland and the Scottish isles as well as through the Nordic region in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries indexes the incomplete penetration of capitalist systems of value and attendant consumption practices. While deeply rooted, capitalism never wholly replaced other forms of political economy, and existed alongside other economic formulations. Returning one last time to the question of what archaeological evidence can actually tell us about poverty, the answer remains complicated. Perhaps it is the question that needs to be rethought, or perhaps just decoupled from notions of marginality. One could clearly be on the margins of an expanding Atlantic economy, with limited to conditional access to goods that were circulating. But that is not the same as poverty. Furthermore, the assumption that people will always want stuff, will always choose to consume and acquire and consume and acquire, simply does not fit the archaeological evidence. If we acknowledge that people in the past were self-aware enough to make strategic choices about limiting household consumption, then we may find hope for our own future.
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CHAPTER 4

FROM THE ARCHBISHOP’S PALACE TO THE PAUPERS’ GRAVEYARD: MATERIALITIES OF WEALTH, POVERTY AND INEQUALITY IN THE CITY OF TRONDHEIM, NORWAY

Christopher McLees



Introduction

This chapter provides a Norwegian archaeological perspective on this publication’s central themes of poverty and plenty and the material disparities associated with them. However, it must be noted at the outset that the study of the material dimensions of most social phenomena in post-medieval Norway is limited by the fact that archaeological remains which post-date the Protestant Reformation in 1537 are at the time of writing not comprehensively protected by legislation.1 Some post-medieval archaeological material has nonetheless been retrieved on an ad hoc basis during excavations in Norway’s medieval cities over the past decades. Rural contexts are barely represented, however. This is particularly unfortunate since, until comparatively recently, the vast majority of Norway’s population lived in small rural or coastal communities.

The current legislative neglect of post-medieval archaeology and the resulting paucity of empirical data and research were recently the subject of a major interdisciplinary research project led by the Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research (NIKU) (Fagerland and Paasche 2011; Paasche 2016).2 As part of that, I undertook a doctoral study of post-medieval material from the mid-Norwegian city of Trondheim (McLees 2019). Drawing on this and other sources, a selective account of some of the processes and practices involved in Trondheim’s transition to modernity is provided here, with an emphasis on material aspects of wealth, status and poverty in this small urban centre on Europe’s northern periphery. While archaeology currently provides only partial insight into wealth and inequality here during the last 500 years, and little regarding poverty and the poor, it nonetheless has the potential to contribute new insights into a period whose history is currently written almost exclusively by historians using their own limited sources.

This chapter’s content and structure are determined by the range of material available for addressing aspects of poverty and plenty. It begins by examining the Archbishop’s Palace in Trondheim, the most important centre of power and wealth in Norway at the time of the Reformation in 1537. During the pre-Reformation decades, its courtyard contained a variety of workshops which constituted the technological and material basis for the archbishopric’s economic and military power at a time of existential struggle. Archaeological and historical sources provide insight into the living conditions experienced by the community of craftsmen and labourers employed in these workshops. Unfortunately, we have little or no source material which can provide corresponding insight into lives and living conditions in the neighbouring sixteenth-century town. Consequently, attention will then turn to the urban community in Trondheim during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, focusing on aspects of social differentiation in the spheres of housing, material culture and health for which we have a better empirical basis.

The Archbishop’s Palace: workshops and workforce

By the time of the Reformation, Trondheim – also called Nidaros during the medieval period – had already been an important national urban centre for half a millennium. It was the seat of the first Norwegian kings who were instrumental in the processes of Christianization and state formation. For much of the medieval period, Trondheim was the administrative centre of the vast ecclesiastical province of Nidaros, which, apart from Norway, encompassed the Scottish Isles, the Isle of Man, the Faeroes, Iceland and Greenland. Although the province had diminished considerably in extent by the late medieval period, and Norway was in a political union with Denmark and Sweden, the archbishop of Nidaros rivalled the reigning monarch in terms of political and economic power in Norway, being simultaneously the head of the Church and the ruling Council of State, as well as the feudal lord of the county of Trøndelag. The archbishopric’s wealth derived largely from tithes, land rents and maritime trade, principally stockfish from northern Norway. The administrative hub of this wealthy and powerful institution was the Archbishop’s Palace in Trondheim, which also dominated the city physically and economically (Imsen 2003; Nordeide 2003; Lunde 2023).

The built urban area lay on the northeastern portion of a low-lying peninsula formed where the River Nid enters Trondheim Fjord, while the palace and the cathedral occupied their own segregated area to the south (Figure 4.1). In both the medieval and early modern periods, these were two of only a few monumental stone buildings in a townscape which, apart from a number of stone parish churches, consisted almost entirely of small timber buildings. The use of stone for building was almost exclusively the preserve of the Church and the monarchy, while timber was the customary building material for all other social groupings up to modern times.

The palace originally occupied a larger area, but at about 1500 it was reduced to a more compact square walled enclosure. It lies immediately south of the cathedral, its northern wing occupied by the archbishop’s palatial residential, administrative and representative buildings, with other medieval and post-medieval stone buildings in the west wing. The eastern and southern wings are today occupied by modern buildings. Excavations conducted prior to their construction in the 1990s yielded a rich sequence of remains relating to the palace’s entire history of occupation from the mid-twelfth century to the present day (Nordeide 2000; Nordeide 2003).
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Figure 4.1    Olof Naucler’s map of Trondheim in 1658. Nidaros Cathedral (‘Domkÿrkia’) and the neighbouring Archbishop’s Palace (renamed ‘Kungsgården’) lie to the south, the built-up urban area stretches to the north, and the town fields (‘åker’) and fortified city gate lie to the west. Detail of copy by R. Haavin 1899, Trondheim Municipal Archives.



The decades preceding the Reformation saw one of the most intensive periods of occupation. This was a time of growing political and military friction between the archbishopric and the Danish monarchy, the former seeking to retain Norway’s sovereign status in the union and the archbishop’s important role in its administration, while the latter became increasingly determined to strengthen control over Norway and introduce the Lutheran Reformation. This led the archbishop to strengthen his economic and military capacity and centralize various means of production within the protective walls of the palace. Excavations here have provided detailed insight into the human, technological and material resources at the archbishop’s disposal at this turbulent juncture.

The courtyard became the site of intensive industrial activity (Figure 4.2). The southern and eastern wings contained ranges of small timber-built workshops and ancillary buildings, the foundations and floors of which were uncovered by excavation. They housed a variety of specialized craft-industrial practices and processes which underpinned the institution’s wealth, status and power (Nordeide 2000: 76–125; Larsson and Saunders 1997; Saunders 2002). Archaeology and the archbishopric’s accounts from 1532–8 provide unique insight into the technological, social and material inner workings of this political and military powerhouse. In addition to technical aspects of the processes carried out here, we have information regarding the social composition and organization of this community of craftsmen and labourers, including aspects of demography, income, diet, health and hygiene.
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Figure 4.2    The Archbishop’s Palace during the early 1500s, looking east. The monumental stone residential and administration buildings stand in the north wing, the east wing contains the first of three successive mint workshops and associated buildings, while the southern wing contains armouries and (nearest) a kitchen and neighbouring building where workers gathered to eat. Reconstruction drawing: Karl-Fredrik Keller.



The courtyard underwent four major phases of reorganization during this short period, in which workshops were demolished and replaced with new ones. The sequence is too complex to go into in detail here, and this account will confine itself to the main features of what resembles a mini-industrial estate. Figures 4.2 and 4.3 show the buildings present during the second phase.

At various times the eastern and southern wings contained buildings in which coins were produced; armouries in which crossbows and brigandine armour were repaired, and where lead shot for firearms was cast; a possible currier’s workshop in which hides and skins were processed; a large kitchen building containing a large open-sided hearth; a complex of pits which may have held sunken vats possibly intended for tanning or the production of saltpetre for gunpowder; large open-air ovens possibly used for baking; and a smithy in which copper scrap metal was melted down, presumably for use in the coinage. There were also buildings used for accommodating and feeding the workforce, storehouses, wells, drains and privy pits.
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Figure 4.3    The Archbishop’s Palace: plan showing excavated timber buildings in the courtyard (phase 2). East wing: privy (49), first mint workshop (58), building for accommodation and/or mint administration(?) (57). South wing: armoury (crossbow repair/lead shot production) (56), armour repair workshop(?) (55), currier’s/leatherworker’s workshop(?) (53), kitchen building (66), accommodation and/or refectory building (67), workshop/accommodation building(?) (65), privy (64). After Nordeide 2003, figure 63.



A cobbler’s workshop which stood briefly at the western end of the southern range is of particular interest with regard to this publication’s theme. Leather waste found in association with it suggests it was used primarily to repair old shoes. It has been suggested that this may be connected with the archbishop’s role as almsgiver and the dispensing of charity in the form of second-hand shoes to the poor and to pilgrims visiting the shrine of St Olav (Saunders 2001: 57–8).

Perhaps the most important workshop was the mint in which the archbishop produced his own coinage, a privilege granted him in 1483. Given its importance to the archbishopric’s political economy and the need for security, the mint workshop and associated buildings were located nearest the north wing. A small group of specialist moneyers assayed and alloyed metals, produced blanks and struck coins used to pay the archbishop’s staff, servants, craftsmen, private garrison and hired mercenaries. The tiled floor of the first of three successive mint workshops built on the same site is currently preserved in situ in the basement of the modern building on the site, exhibited together with a range of production-related artefacts found in connection with it. This internationally unique find has provided much information about specialized minting processes and techniques (McLees 1994; Saunders 2001, 2002; Lohne et al. 2011; Ulseth et al. 2015).

Craft specialists named in the accounts include a mint master, armourers, furriers, shoemakers, blacksmiths, tailors and cooks, in addition to a variety of administrative and household staff, military personnel and labourers (Nissen 1998). While the majority of those on the archbishop’s payroll probably came from the local region, some hailed from a number of foreign countries, including Denmark, Sweden, France and Iceland, suggesting that the archbishopric drew on an international pool of skilled and mobile labour. The staff and workforce received payment in coin and cloth imported predominantly from the Netherlands. Rates of pay were differentiated, as was the type of cloth, coloured cloth being reserved for permanent employees, while occasional labourers received plain cloth.

The accounts contain a menu listing a range of courses composed variously of beef, mutton, fish, fowl, cereals and spices which suggests that all or some of the workforce was provided with a varied and nutritional diet. Archaeological evidence supports this. Comparable varieties of discarded faunal remains were found in contemporary deposits in the courtyard (Hufthammer 1999). A building housing a large open-sided hearth in the southern wing is interpreted as a kitchen with the capacity for large-scale communal food production, and numerous discarded wooden platters and eating equipment were recovered from deposits outside a neighbouring building in which it is thought workers gathered to eat (Figures 4.2 and 4.3). That not all the workforce enjoyed a varied and protein-rich diet may, however, be implied by the results of the analysis of the contents of privy pits located in different parts of the courtyard. Deposits in two privies beside the mint workshop in the north wing contained significant amounts of eggs of parasitic intestinal worms (Trichuris and Ascaris), while a privy tucked away in the courtyard’s southeastern corner contained far fewer. The privies’ botanical content differed also, those beside the mint containing pollen and seeds indicative of a more varied diet including berries and imported figs and raisins, while the content of the privy to the south was suggestive of a more restricted diet, principally oatmeal porridge. While the parasitic worms may have entered their hosts due to eating unwashed vegetables or poorly cooked food in the palace, it is possible that they had been infected previously in warmer southern climes. Given these differences, it has been suggested that the users of the northern privies included higher-status immigrant craft specialists associated with the mint and members of the archbishops’ administration, while those who used the privy in the southeastern corner were predominantly lower-status workers of local origin (Hartvigsen 1997; Nordeide 2003: 293–4). Another differentiation is more marked, however: given the absence of evidence for the presence here of women in both the accounts and the archaeological material, it seems that the workforce was exclusively male.

After the Reformation, the palace became the property of the Crown. Renamed the King’s Manor, it became the residence and administrative centre for the aristocratic regional governors, and from 1686 the depot for the northern army of the Danish-Norwegian state; periods of power-related activity also well documented archaeologically (Nordeide 2000; McLees 2019).

Early modern Trondheim: a place of prosperity and poverty

In contrast to the wealth of the archbishopric prior to the Reformation, the city of Trondheim suffered a prolonged period of social and economic decline and stagnation from the fourteenth century to the early 1600s. Climatic deterioration from the thirteenth century on and multiple recurring epidemics of plague and other infectious disease between the Black Death in 1349 and 1630 impacted negatively on its population, food resources, economic fortunes and urban infrastructure (Eliassen 2006: 150; Moseng 2006; McLees 2019: 126–7; Christophersen 2022: 307–11). This period is poorly documented archaeologically, and we have little material insight into the urban population’s living conditions, health, diet and nutrition. However, we might speculate as to whether attempts were made to ensure food security for the population and, based primarily on observation and lived experience rather than scientific knowledge, to enact measures to alleviate the impact of disease and poor health arising from poor nutrition and unsanitary living conditions (Christophersen 2022: 310).3 While possible individual and collective initiatives to manage urban waste and provide the population with accessible supplies of potable water have been tentatively identified (Swensen et al. 2021; Swensen and Christophersen forthcoming; Swensen 2024), it was not until 1777 that the first major public initiative with profound benefits for urban health and wellbeing materialized. This took the form of a system of buried wooden pipes which supplied the population with fresh stream water, although access was socially differentiated between communal water stands and tributary pipes serving private households able to pay for the privilege (McLees 2019: 170–1, 285).

During the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, Trondheim was transformed from a declining medieval city with the archbishopric as the main basis for its existence, to an important ‘modern’ commercial, military and cultural centre. It was a crucible for processes of emergent modernity; a place where new identities, practices and power relations were formed and experienced. The city was incorporated into new mercantile, political and social networks that were national and international in scope. It became a centre for commerce, bureaucracy and military power, a site for the performance of practices associated with new forms of production, consumption and leisure, and not least, a place of social inequality, material excess and scarcity.

Trondheim experienced a marked upsurge in maritime trade from around 1600, and as the seventeenth century progressed, a growing class of burghers engaged increasingly in export trade; first tar and fish (local herring and North-Norwegian stockfish) and subsequently – and most importantly – timber from regional sawmills and copper from mines in the hinterland. Maritime traders based in Trondheim also controlled a significant proportion of trade with northern Norway and along the coast to the southwest. This diversified basis ensured the city’s economic growth during the seventeenth century (Supphellen 1997: 81–100).

From the mid-seventeenth century on, patchily preserved tax lists, probate inventories and mortgage deeds provide insight into the differentiated character of Trondheim’s urban society. A small burgher class consisted of elite merchants (many of whom were immigrants from Flensburg in northern Germany), smaller merchants and grocers, coastal traders and wealthier master craftsmen, who held citizen privileges, paid taxes and kept servants. This upper class was eventually supplemented with army officers and civil officials. Most urban dwellers, however, comprised non-privileged ‘townspeople’, including less prosperous craftsmen, and those who practised a range of unskilled trades and occupations. This anonymous majority – including an increasing sub-group of servants (predominantly unmarried women), seamen, soldiers and the indigent poor – may have constituted up to two-thirds of the urban population (Hals 1981; Supphellen 1997: 81–100, 113–19; Eliassen 2006: 156–70; McLees 2019: 128–9).

A city prospect dated 1674 provides an impression of the urban environment in which these people led their lives (Figure 4.4 and Figure 4.5). It consists almost completely of densely packed timber buildings, the main exceptions being the cathedral and the former archbishop’s palace. The view is dominated by a row of riverside warehouses and moored ships, material testimony to the importance and volume of maritime-based mercantile activity at this time, which was largely centred on the Netherlands.

Each warehouse was owned by a member of the merchant elite. The warehouses occupied the riverside ends of elongated plots on which the merchants built their dwellings, many of which stood above vaulted stone cellars, introduced at the time to provide secure and fire-safe storage for valuable merchandise and private possessions. By comparing the buildings depicted behind the warehouses on the prospect with the location of excavated seventeenth-century cellars, it is apparent that the urban elite now placed their dwelling houses in prominent locations along the street frontages, in contrast to the medieval situation where dwelling houses were hidden anonymously deep within an urban plot (Bjørdal 2006) (Figure 4.4).

In terms of design, the houses themselves constitute a new elite building type introduced to the townscape. They took the form of a two-storeyed timber house with external, covered communicating passages – the so-called ‘galleried house’ – modelled on European Renaissance urban houses and regarded at the time as the epitome of a ‘modern’ townhouse. Although timber-built, their chimneys, fireplaces, roofs and windows incorporated new imported durable materials, including brick, roof tiles, ceramic oven tiles, and glass, all of which afforded marked improvements in heating and lighting and the comfort of their occupants.
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Figure 4.4    Trondheim c. 1674. Detail from Maschius’s city prospect showing long parallel properties owned by prosperous merchants, each with a warehouse on the riverfront and a galleried house (arrowed) with stone cellar aligned along on the street frontage behind. Facsimile of J. M. Maschius, Trondhjem – Urbs Norrigiæ celeberrima Nidrosia (1674), Trondheim Municipal Archives.



This combination of fashionable house and cellar was new to Trondheim, and, together with their placement along street frontages, is expressive of an increasingly self-conscious, distinctive and assertively display-minded urban elite, a phenomenon apparent in other contemporary Scandinavian urban contexts (Thomassen 1997). We can observe here the integrated nature of the material and the social, as ideas, materials and urban and architectural space are enrolled in the enactment of practices of personal and collective identity. These new types of large, outwardly facing and prominently sited houses, were – with their occupants – freed of traditional spatial and structural constraints. They constitute a form of ‘spatial emancipation’ which also entailed a departure from former social conventions. By virtue of their prominent visibility, they asserted differentiation outwardly through the private appropriation of the public domain, a phenomenon previously the preserve of ecclesiastical and secular overlords. Simultaneously, they embody collective material choices and enactments in a process contributing to the cohesion of a specific social group – Trondheim’s emerging burgher class. As such, they manifest a central contemporary discourse between and among people, a discourse to which new materials were integral, and they mark a crucial development in the creation of a new urban environment in social and material terms (McLees 2019: 271–5).

Utilizing contemporary inventories and the like, it is possible to discern that by the late 1600s the city was divided into a number of socio-economic zones and sub-zones with fluid boundaries, reflecting contemporary processes of social differentiation. The main division was between wealthier properties to the east, and poorer properties to the west. As we have seen, the wealthiest merchants occupied properties to the northeast stretching westwards from their warehouses along the river. Less prosperous merchants and retailers also lived in this part of the city. Wealthier craftsmen occupied the western periphery of this eastern zone, while civil officials and administrators congregated to the south near the cathedral. To the north, along the fjord shore, lay the properties of the seafarers who traded with northern Norway, while the western urban periphery was occupied by poorer craftsmen, tradesmen, labourers and others (Stang 1981; Supphellen 1997: 67–70).

Archaeological remains of the seventeenth-century town have been recovered sporadically, predominantly in the form of portable material culture discarded in backyards, rubbish pits and privy pits. No attempt has yet been made to correlate the types and range of excavated items with properties of differentiated social status. What we can say is that there is generally an increase in numbers and varieties of imported ceramics, glasswares and clay pipes deposited in local rubbish pits as the seventeenth century progresses. While sixteenth-century contexts produce predominantly imported Dutch and German redwares used for cooking or heating food, the seventeenth century is marked by increasing diversity and quantities of ceramics which include both utilitarian and luxurious types, in particular imported glazed and decorated display-type tablewares and serving wares. Specialized sets of plates indicate a move towards individual servings, and varieties of imported drinking glass and other vessels also appear (McLees 2019: 191–229, 275–9; Cadamarteri et al. 2022).

This pattern of increasing material diversity is paralleled in a study of consumption practices and material culture in contemporary Aarhus in Denmark where it is attributed to a general increase in wide varieties of luxurious traded commodities reaching the city, including exotic and native European foodstuffs and beverages (Linaa 2016: 147, 163–81). Households here and in Trondheim were now able to make strategic choices regarding the range of foods they could afford, the ways in which they were prepared, served and consumed, and the range and quality of the equipment used in these practices. The world of goods was expanding in volume and variety and facilitated a certain freedom of choice, and people chose to spend what they could afford on goods that could appropriately express their rank and aspirations. An interesting avenue of future research may be to gauge the extent to which the creative practices of taste and social distinction which prompted Trondheim’s elite burghers to adopt a new socially ranking form of dwelling also extended to their acquisition of what the historian Jan de Vries has called ‘ranked and ranking’ objects – so-called positional goods (De Vries 2008: 21–2, 126–9, 148–9). It would also be interesting to see to what extent similar or other practices of material consumption and display extended across the urban social spectrum. We can already note an increasing proliferation of wooden cellars across the town during the seventeenth century that may denote mimicry in cheaper materials by those who could not afford to build stone cellars (McLees 2019: 167–8).

The consumption of both imported and home-produced goods and wares increased considerably during the eighteenth century, judging by the amounts and varieties of ceramics, glasswares and the like entering household rubbish pits, as well as the patchy testimony of toll records (McLees 191–229, 327–8, 354–62; Hutchison 2017). As De Vries suggests, an important motivation inspiring choice in the consumption of particular household goods and the organization of domestic space during the ‘long eighteenth century’ was the desire to reduce pain or discomfort by pursuing comfort and pleasure. He distinguishes between personal comfort and social comfort, the former denoting improvements in material surroundings, such as improved forms of housing, furnishings and provisions for heating and lighting, for example, while social comfort refers to an increased emphasis on the individual, privacy, emotional wellbeing and civil behaviour. Conspicuous consumption and a striving for ‘respectability’ through the acquisition of positional goods characterized a broad range of consumption practices which increasingly included the consumer behaviour of middle ranks and lower orders during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (De Vries 2008: 21–2, 126–9).

Rank and socio-economic status was measured, facilitated and expressed materially in manifold ways in Trondheim, both in public and in private. It might take the form of the type of dwelling one occupied, the consumption of particular foodstuffs and beverages (including exotic imported items such as figs, oranges, tea and coffee), or the wearing of particular forms of fashionable dress and accessories. While the seventeenth-century upper classes seem to have observed a comparatively sober and restrained lifestyle and consumption in material terms, Trondheim’s cultivated and Eurocentric elite enjoyed something of a hedonistic Golden Age during the late eighteenth century. They displayed their material wealth conspicuously in the form of extravagant social gatherings and gastronomic feasts, by competing to build large timber mansions and country houses, and by surrounding themselves with varieties of internationally fashionable, exclusive and luxurious things, varieties of which are curated in local museum collections. During the latter half of the eighteenth century, the middling and lower classes also participated to a greater extent in the consumption of the growing range of new, fashionable and occasionally exotic goods, clothes, comestibles and beverages. Coffee, tea, sugar and coloured cotton fabrics, for example, became customary accoutrements of the lives of a wider spectrum of Trondheim’s residents (Kavli 1966; Supphellen 1997: 310–21; Opstad 2003; Andersen 2004; Eliassen 2006: 226–9; Hutchison 2012: 65–97, 169; Hutchison 2017: 280–1; McLees 2019: 264–87, 351–68).

Similarly, changes in the design of houses and interiors became more widely adopted, with specialized rooms and differentiated, segregated spaces for different domestic functions and practices. In the view of the sociologist Peter Taylor, the home is an essential ‘locus of ordinary modernity’, a term which recognizes that certain practices, ideas, and things previously reserved for the very few and very privileged increasingly became accessible to ordinary people (Taylor 1999: 52–4; McLees 2019: 122–3). This process can be traced in the buildings and material culture associated with the households of a succession of provisioning managers who lived in the courtyard of the former Archbishop’s Palace when it was used as an army depot during the eighteenth century. Originally housed in a modest galleried house, these middle-ranking officials and their families were accommodated in a new dwelling house in the 1720s which was designed to provide greater comfort, privacy and spatial differentiation. The house’s privy pit was filled with the discarded detritus of their lives, including varieties of utilitarian and luxurious ceramics, drinking glass, clothing accessories and the like, all of which suggest they indeed led materially and socially comfortable lives (McLees 2019: 289–368).

Social and economic differentiation became more marked during the eighteenth century, and the proportion of urban poor grew. The lower class is thought to have constituted approximately 60–75 per cent of Trondheim’s population, and included the likes of seamen, labourers, fishermen, clerks, functionaries, soldiers, servants and the poor, the latter including both those in receipt of charity and those who occasionally worked. Urban poverty was a cause for concern for Trondheim’s civic authorities already during the seventeenth century. Returning to Maschius’s city prospect (Figure 4.5), we can see that one of the buildings specifically identified is the workhouse, situated near the cathedral. Trondheim distinguished itself by its early provision of social institutions for the poor and destitute on the initiative of local burghers, officials and wealthy patrons and financed by donations and charitable endowments. The earliest institutions provided shelter for orphans, elderly widows and the elderly poor, and with the addition of workhouses, poor houses and houses of correction, by the mid-eighteenth century Trondheim had Norway’s most comprehensive system of urban poor relief and social correction designed to deal with increasing problems relating to poverty, criminality and social care (Grankvist 1981, 1982; Eliassen 2006: 220–4, 229; Supphellen 1997: 241–8, 355–9; McLees 2019: 129–31, 179).
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Figure 4.5    Trondheim c. 1674. Detail from Maschius’s city prospect looking towards the cathedral and former archbishop’s palace. The large workhouse comprising four timber buildings ranged around a courtyard stands in the foreground (arrowed). Facsimile of J. M. Maschius, Trondhjem – Urbs Norrigiæ celeberrima Nidrosia (1674), Trondheim Municipal Archives.



As stated at the outset, the poor are barely represented in our archaeological material. The only place where we have come literally face-to-face with the poor and destitute is the graveyard. While the wealthier segments of society were buried in fine coffins in vaults under church floors (Jantsch and Ødegården 2007) or in parts of the graveyard near the church, the poor were relegated to simple graves in marginal locations. Human-osteological analyses of excavated eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century burials in areas set aside for soldiers and paupers in the cathedral graveyard have provided insights into the health of Trondheim’s poor. These indicate a relatively low age at death of males, generally low adult stature, and a variety of pathological traits and diseases, such as lesions caused by chronic infection, diseases arising from poor nutrition such as scurvy, and bacterial infections, such as leprosy, tuberculosis, and venereal syphilis. Disorders and traumas included poor dental hygiene, periostitis, cribria orbitalia (the result of chronic anaemia), osteoarthritis, bone tumours, septic arthritis and broken bones. An unexpected, but perhaps unsurprising discovery made in the pauper’s graveyard comprised burials showing evidence of medical dissection in the form of sawn crania and limbs, possibly dating to the early nineteenth century (Reed et al. 1998; McLees 2019: 176–7).

Conclusion

Only a small proportion of the material environments and things which were enmeshed with the lives and practices of the people who lived and worked in Trondheim during the last 500 years have been recovered or documented archaeologically. However, as even this limited and selective sample demonstrates, the inhabitants of this small city on the northern periphery of Europe experienced in their own particular ways the complex, changing and differentiated social, economic and material circumstances engendered by the expanding world of goods and global flows and networks of entangled ideas, practices and materials that characterize the centuries from the time of the Reformation on.

Notes

1.Norway’s current Cultural Heritage Act provides comprehensive protection and conservation of prehistoric and medieval archaeological material, while the archaeology of the last 500 years is – with some exceptions – not allocated corresponding protection and may be destroyed without documentation (McLees 2019: 19–21).

2.By way of contrast, contemporary archaeology constitutes a vibrant field of research in Norwegian universities.

3.A recent research project examined these and other aspects relating to urban demography, disease, and water and waste management with the aim of detecting the development of collective measures to improve urban health and hygiene (Medieval urban health: From individual to public responsibility AD 1000–1600 (MedHeal600)).
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CHAPTER 5

THE CONSEQUENCES OF PLENTY: EXPLORING MATERIAL DISPARITIES IN THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD OF SEVENTEENTH- AND EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ICELAND

Gavin Lucas



Material disparity and social inequality

I moved to Iceland from England in 2002, in part to help run a large-scale excavation project of a bishop’s seat in the southwest of the country. The site is called Skálholt, and we excavated there for six seasons, recovering a large assemblage of finds as well as a complex of buildings spanning three centuries from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-twentieth century (Lucas and Snæsdóttir 2022; 2024). In 2019, while on a sabbatical I visited the City Museum in Copenhagen to visit various archaeologists, including Sam Keenan who showed me a collection of pottery recently excavated from backfilled latrines associated with a working-class neighbourhood in Nyboder, Copenhagen (see Keenan, this volume). I was quite startled at the sheer quantity of material; after working on one of the wealthiest sites in Iceland where we recovered c. 48 kilograms of pottery, I was here faced with twenty times that amount (1,000 kg) from a contemporary working-class site in central Copenhagen. And it wasn’t just the pottery, the same applies to other finds groups. What is more, the material from Nyboder only represented about half a century of accumulation, whereas from Skálholt, it was from six times that duration (c. 300 years). You can do the maths. Any way you look at it, dock workers in Copenhagen seemed to have vastly larger quantities of household goods than the elite of Iceland.

But what is the moral of this story? Certainly finds envy was involved, though given most of my career prior to coming to Iceland had been in England working on sites similarly rich with finds, I should perhaps not have been so surprised. But what this encounter with the Nyboder pottery really prompted was a rather simple, even naive question: why is there such material disparity between these two sites at different ends of the social spectrum and in inverse proportion to one’s expectation? Of course, even superficial reflection can help answer this question, at least partially. The population at Nyboder from census data was about 6,600, but of these, about 550 would have had access to the latrines and thus connected to the material found in their backfill (Keenan, pers. comm.). At Skálholt, the population was only around 100 people so already the disparities can partly be explained by the number of people generating this material which at Nyboder was more than five times that at Skálholt. Another, and perhaps more important, factor though is proximity to markets. The residents at Nyboder could acquire most of their household goods from within Copenhagen, which was a major commercial hub; items like pottery were cheaper, more easily accessible and easier to replace (e.g. see Linaa 2016). At Skálholt, goods like pottery had to be shipped from abroad (which largely meant through Copenhagen); it was also largely a seasonal activity, with trade ships only operating during the summer (Lucas, Jonsson and Martin 2021). Items like pottery would have been more expensive and harder to replace if broken or even damaged. In short, comparing Skálholt and Nyboder is somewhat disingenuous. Indeed, if instead of comparing Skálholt to Nyboder, we compare it to a contemporary, ordinary farm in Iceland, any disparity becomes less problematic. At Móakot, a fisherman’s cottage which lies on a peninsula close to Reykjavík, we recovered c. 4.5 kilograms of pottery from a site that was occupied for about two centuries contemporary with Skálholt (author’s data). Now it is Skálholt that has ten times more than a small cottage and the world seems right again. Indeed, research on ceramic patterns from Iceland during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has shown fairly predictable statistical distributions when the status or wealth of a site is taken into account and that, when situated in a European context, the ceramic profiles from Iceland are not widely different to those from other European sites of the same period (Jónsson 2022).

So is that it? Problem solved? I don’t think so, and in order to try and approach the question of material disparity in a new way, we need to first start by disentangling it from its – usually implicit – partner, social inequality. Inequality has been a hot topic within archaeology in the last decade or so, an interest which can be traced back to the 1970s and the rise of social archaeology, if not earlier. What perhaps characterizes the contemporary approach has been attempts to measure inequality by looking at things like the quality and quantity of objects in graves or households or household size, using the Gini coefficient (Kohler and Smith 2018). Such work, however, begs the question: what exactly is inequality and what do we mean by it? Debates about the nature of inequality vary dramatically from stressing its role in social evolution (e.g. Flannery and Marcus 2014) to highlighting its implications for people in everyday life and the politics of power, often from a Marxist perspective (McGuire and Paynter 1991). What unites many of these studies is an assumption of emerging – and often inevitable – inequality from an egalitarian origin. It is precisely such an assumption that lies at the core of the recent critique by Graeber and Wengrow (2021), who argue against the presumed inevitability that greater social complexity entails greater inequality, even if such critiques are not entirely new (e.g. Clastres 1987). However, there is also the more archaeological question of how inequality manifests itself in relation to different aspects of human life such as material wealth, physical health and control of agency (e.g. see recent review by Beck and Quinn 2022). It is here that the issue of inequality intersects with that of material disparity; that differences in the quantity or quality of objects, of the size of households and settlements, of the health of the population and the nature of their diet – that all these material disparities, whether they are measured through gini coefficients or not, become proxies for exploring social inequality.

My point is to underline how the question of material disparity is easily subsumed within the question of inequality. This is not to imply that the two are not closely intertwined; clearly they are. But we must be careful when addressing the question of material disparity, not to make it synonymous with social inequality and more importantly, to ask what – as archaeologists – is our starting point? Should we begin with questions of social and political inequality and then look for its material signatures or should we begin with observable material disparities and find ways to account for them? No doubt in many cases, whichever place we start, we will end up discussing the entanglement of both, but – and here is my main argument – we may not discuss them in quite the same way. What happens if we start from the issue of material disparity and how might that affect the way we come to understand inequality? Ultimately, this is the moral of the vignette that began this chapter, because the material disparity between Nyboder and Skálholt was inverted with respect to what one would have expected if starting from a narrative of social inequality. Skálholt was an elite site yet appeared to be much poorer than Nyboder. Of course one cannot identify inequality purely on the basis of the amount of finds and the inequality between the inhabitants of Skálholt and Nyboder requires a far more complex analysis which would need to reflect on issues of local structures of power and agency. But that is precisely my point; we have quickly moved away from the whole question of material disparity to look at other things, things which may even be better answered by turning to the written sources. When material disparity fits the model of social inequality, we take it for granted; when it doesn’t we move on to find other factors. In both cases, material disparity itself gets lost as a focus of study. In the rest of this chapter, I want to keep my focus on this issue and even if we remain entangled with the topic of inequality, I will suggest it provides a way to look at inequality in a new light.

The consequences of poverty

A lot of work in later historical archaeology has focused on poverty, especially on nineteenth and twentieth-century sites and assemblages. A number of major projects on former slums related to redevelopment work in urban contexts seem to have been the initial impetus behind this work and clearly put the issue of urban poverty on the archaeological radar (Mayne and Murray 2001). This led to subsequent work exploring poverty in various contexts (e.g. Rimmer et al. 2011; Spencer-Wood and Matthews 2011; Hansson, Nilsson and Svensson 2020). Perhaps one of the dominant themes – largely developed through the work on slums – has been to use archaeology as a corrective to the idea of poverty as all misery and destitution. Many of the studies try and portray the people living in poverty as active, making the best of a bad situation. They are stories of survival, stories which attempt to return dignity to the stigma of poverty, and stories which especially attempt to counter a middle-class paternalist narrative which portrayed the poor as dirty and in need of care. Although valuable, such studies have also been criticized for over-sanitizing poverty and more critically, downplaying the structural forces which create poverty (also see Symonds 2011; Orser 2011). Poverty needs to be seen in its broader social and historical context, which means looking not only at how poverty is made but also how it intersects with other social dynamics like race and class (e.g. Spencer-Wood and Matthews 2011).

What remains unaddressed though is that historical archaeologists working on sites like this have rarely felt the need to define poverty; usually, when working on a site, historical and documentary sources have already indicated that it should be considered poor. But what constitutes poverty, archaeologically? What are its material signatures? The assumption of poverty in these cases is usually already made, and as with my earlier discussion of inequality, any material disparities are usually read as either underlining this poverty or if anomalous (e.g. lots of fancy pottery), read as aspirational (but see Crook 2019 for a more nuanced approach). But if we flip our focus and begin with the question of material poverty – specifically, sites with little or poor-quality stuff – what does that entail? Admittedly, using the word poverty here is deeply problematic as it already presupposes the question, so maybe we should use another word like scarcity or paucity. In 2017, I made a small excavation at a seventeenth-century farmstead in the south of Iceland that was originally owned by Skálholt and found only one small sherd of pottery (Lucas et al. 2022). Even if it was only a small intervention, I was extremely disappointed and indeed, the material culture from the site was generally quite poor in both quality and quantity. When I gave a lecture about the site I even described it as poor, but in the questions afterward, a historian contested this, arguing it was a middling household based on documentary sources, by no means impoverished. Here, I was faced with the same problem with which I began this chapter, but with a different inflection: what does material scarcity or paucity mean? (also see Horning, this volume). In the context of Iceland, I am not the first to raise this issue although it has largely been framed in terms of how artefactual scarcity limits interpretive potential – but only if our interpretations themselves are narrowly conceived (Pétursdóttir 2009). Certainly it can be challenging working from fewer or more partial remains; but at the same time, this is what we are trained to do. But my focus here is not on the epistemological issues of dealing with limited or partial data, but the social consequences of living with little – or a lot of stuff. This is how I want to turn this whole question around. Rather than ask what are the material consequences of poverty or inequality, let us ask what are the social consequences of material paucity or plenty?

Framed like this, we start with the issue of material disparity and try and understand its social implications, which may or may not intersect with inequality. In Iceland during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the norm is more likely to be one of material paucity, at least in terms of material culture. Indeed, I have often considered the potential of exploring how such scarcity might stimulate improvisation and bricolage. But for this chapter, I want to deal with the consequences of plenty since the site that I have been working on for the last two decades, Skálholt, is, by Icelandic standards, one of plenty. But one final note on language; it can be very difficult to talk about ‘little stuff’ (or even ‘lots of stuff’) without connotations of poverty (or wealth) – and even the terms I use here, paucity or scarcity, still have implications of insufficiency, yet this need not be the case at all. This is an issue I return to at the end of the paper, where I also invoke the neologisms of thing-heavy and thing-lite as better expressions of this issue (also see Lucas and Robb 2021).

Skálholt and the consequences of plenty

It is easy to situate Skálholt in a standard narrative of inequality. It was a major landowner, a centre of ritual power (the Church), and had privileged access to prestige goods, all of which exemplify many of the common traits of inequality in terms of control of economic resources, knowledge and craft and trade. Skálholt owned nearly 300 farms across Iceland, most of them in the area close to the bishop’s seat; from them, it collected rent and labour service (kvaðir), while from most of the farms in its diocese (which covered two-thirds of the island), it collected tithes (Figure 5.1; Júlíusson et al. 2020). As the larger of two bishoprics in the country, it was also a centre of both ecclesiastical and cultural power; there was a grand cathedral on the site and a Latin seminary to train the next generation of elite. Finally, it controlled trade ports and even owned its own ships, which with its income from its property, enabled it to have access to consumer goods from mainland Europe that most ordinary people in Iceland were either denied or could only obtain at great expense and difficulty. All of this is well known from the written sources and of course, the archaeology bears it out. Rather than re-tell this familiar story, I want to briefly explore what it meant to have so much stuff at a wealthy site like Skálholt at the micro level, on a day-to-day basis. From that, I hope to offer some broader suggestions for how this might help us re-think issues like social inequality.
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Figure 5.1    Map of Iceland showing the distribution and numbers of properties owned by Skálholt. Image by the author.



One of the more obvious consequences of having a lot is that the more you have, the more effort needs to go into looking after and maintaining such stuff. The more clothes or crockery you have, the more washing you need to do; the bigger your apartment or house, the longer it takes to clean, and if you own it, you have to spend time and/or money maintaining it – painting walls, fixing the roof and gutters, replacing old electrics, and so on. Skálholt was a large settlement, possibly one of the largest in the country at the time and it will have needed a lot of work to maintain its buildings. We excavated over thirty buildings and one of the things we could do, due to the high-resolution dating and tight control over stratigraphy, is evaluate how much maintenance this actually entailed. We could even break this maintenance down into specific tasks – repairing the walls, re-laying floors, re-organizing the internal space or replacing internal features like drains and fireplaces (Lucas and Snæsdóttir 2022; also see Lucas 2016). Each task had its own tempo, so that floors had a major re-surfacing every twenty to thirty years while structural elements like walls were repaired or rebuilt every half-century, while the overall life expectancy of a building was around a century or more.

What applies to the buildings also applies to the objects in daily use – clothing, cooking pots, or storage kegs. Looking at evidence for repair and maintenance on objects like these is also something that can be done relatively easily through archaeological data. Pottery repairs are a common feature of ceramic assemblages in Iceland, with ratios of c. 7 per cent repair rates for the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Edwald Maxwell 2021). At Skálholt, however, the repair rate during the eighteenth century was much lower at c. 1–2 per cent, only increasing in the nineteenth century to the national average of c. 8 per cent (Lucas, forthcoming). This shift also coincides with the change of site use from a bishop’s residence to an ordinary farm and might suggest that it was easier to obtain new vessels than repair them in the earlier period, even though the later nineteenth century is when ceramics generally become more accessible for the mass of the population (Lucas 2010). More subject to repair was clothing it seems. Excavated textile and leather from Skálholt comprised a large collection of re-cycled material. Of the textiles, the majority were probably at the end of a cycle of re-use and were simply rags used as stuffing, caulking or for other purposes (Hayeur Smith, in Lucas and Snæsdóttir 2024). The leather too was predominantly composed of either waste offcuts or more commonly, items associated with secondary or repair work rather than primary production (Mould, in Lucas and Snæsdóttir 2024). Thus, a high proportion of shoe parts and other leather items had secondary cuts present suggesting that when they had reached the end of their useful life, they were cannibalized to salvage any reusable leather to repair others. Many other categories of finds also exhibited signs of repair or heavy use; wooden stave vessels were clearly mended or the parts re-used to make new containers, evidenced by offcuts from the base of staves. The use-life of clay pipes – a typically disposable item in mainland urban contexts – was also extended by re-working mouthpieces and mending broken stems (Figure 5.2).

One of the questions that arises from the evidence of such maintenance work, is who was doing it? Much of the wood, leather and textile was concentrated in the male servants’ quarters of this large, episcopal residence where it appears that a great deal of craftwork was conducted, making and mending items, not only in leather and textile but also wood. What this does is remind us that a lot of the work of caring for the site and its things was being delegated to labourers and servants; it was not the bishop or his family or the students at the school. Indeed, based on a census from 1703, around half the population at Skálholt comprised estate workers and domestic servants and here is where the critical link between material disparity and its social implications becomes visible. If one of the consequences of plenty – or having a lot of stuff – means also, a lot of work in looking after that stuff, then delegating that care to other people, becomes another way to look at social inequality. The way the bishop or Church could have so much stuff is if it was also able to delegate the care of such stuff to others. While acknowledging the importance of how people delegate work to things as argued by Latour (1988), here I am trying to stress that such delegation only rebounds back on humans in the form of care required to make and maintain these things (see discussion in Hodder and Lucas 2017).
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Figure 5.2     Examples of re-used and repaired artefacts from Skálholt. Image by the author.



The obvious question that follows from this though is the extent to which material abundance might create or increase inequality by requiring delegation, or whether prior inequality and the ability to delegate, enables the accumulation of things. I don’t think we need to come down on either side here but rather acknowledge the close entanglement of the two. Today, we are used to delegating a lot of the care of our possessions to others, of outsourcing the responsibility for their upkeep; we hire plumbers to fix the pipes, mechanics to fix our cars, and even cleaners to clean our homes in some cases. Do these acts of delegation necessarily imply inequality? How do we situate a university professor and a plumber with respect to each other within the scale of inequality in contemporary society? Delegation does not automatically imply a political inequality between the two parties. On the other hand, maybe delegation does create the possibility for inequality in new forms. Thus the larger point here is that by making a connection between material plenty and delegation, it is an empirical job to see how delegation might be conscripted into creating or reproducing structures of inequality. That more stuff generally implies more delegation – both from humans to things (technology) and from things to humans (care).

Capitalism and the opacity of things

In ending this chapter, I would like to push even further the consequences of plenty by connecting the question of delegation to what John Robb and I have called thing-lite and thing-heavy worlds (Lucas and Robb 2021). These terms are in many ways preferable to scarcity, paucity or even plenty, as they shift our focus away from implicit associations of being under or over-provisioned, to a different set of concerns. What difference does it make to a society where people or households own or interact with thousands as opposed to just hundreds of things? Do objects in thing-lite societies carry proportionally greater importance, or does a thing-heavy world necessarily result in greater entrapment and dependence (sensu Hodder 2012)? From an archaeological perspective, Nyboder in Copenhagen would seem to have been a more thing-heavy world than Skálholt in Iceland of the same time, but what did this mean? At both places the maintenance of these thingworlds depended on the delegation of responsibility for things on people; how this care was distributed is really the crucial issue at stake. At Skálholt, this care was largely delegated to servants, labourers and tenant farmers and surely relied on a structural system of social inequality to sustain it. At Nyboder, the residents would have certainly had to have managed the care of these things within their own households, and even if they had access to outsourcing some of these tasks, they would not have had the same capacities as the Bishop of Skálholt to delegate this work. So how did they manage?

To some extent, perhaps they didn’t. The much larger numbers of finds at Nyboder may indicate not so much more stuff as a greater turnover of stuff; simply put, maybe instead of maintaining and repairing things, it was easier for the residents of Nyboder to discard them and acquire new items. In this case, more stuff does not necessarily entail greater delegation of care but actually its reduction. However, one has to be careful imposing contemporary values of disposability onto eighteenth-century people and in fact, this does not seem to be what the archaeological data is saying. Although no systematic work on repair rates was done for the Nyboder assemblage, a preliminary scan of the porcelain indicates repairs on c. 7 per cent of all vessels (Sam Keenan, pers. comm.) which is higher than was found at Skálholt which was only 1–2 per cent (or 0 if only porcelain is counted). Although one must exercise care in extrapolating too much from ceramics (or indeed, one kind of ceramics and the most expensive at that – porcelain), on the surface it suggests the residents of Nyboder were doing just as much repair and maintenance (if not more) as the people at Skálholt. Indeed, the speed of turnover is not just affected by degree of care; repair rates will vary with intensity of use, and the higher rates at Nyboder may reflect more intense usage rather than more care and unless we can calibrate repair rates against replacement rates, higher repair ratios could be as indicative of greater or lesser turnover. Clearly a more nuanced approach is needed here drawing on wider studies in accumulations research (Varien and Potter 1997), but the larger issue I want to emphasize is that more stuff has implications for how care is distributed. One option is to delegate this care to others; if that is not possible, the other is to be more selective in what you care for. Maybe at Nyboder, they chose to repair porcelain (the most expensive pottery), but not other types.

But the consequences of plenty also entail much more. Thing-heavy worlds don’t just have implications for the distribution of care, they also have implications for the nature of sociality. A useful way to explore this issue is to think about how things enable a scaling up of social relations; for example, Fiona Coward has argued that delegating cognitive functions to things enabled early hominins to expand their social networks and breach the Dunbar number, that is, the cognitive limit of interpersonal relations that humans can viably maintain (Coward 2016). Once we delegate some of this cognitive work to objects – whether it is artwork, clothing or writing – then human sociality can expand beyond this limit of c. 150 people and establish the conditions for what Clive Gamble calls, a release from proximity (Gamble 1998). To put it succinctly, more stuff enables a wider social network. If we then extend this idea from its original context of early hominin expansion in the palaeolithic and use it to understand the rise of capitalism, globalization and the modern world, the connection between more stuff and increased connectivity becomes even more compelling. And yet this is also not the whole story. If we have learnt anything from globalization and modernity, it is that with increased connectivity also comes increased anonymity. At the heart of Marx’s analysis of the commodity was fetishism and the masking of the social conditions of production (Marx 1976). The same smartphone that keeps friends and family scattered across the globe connected also creates a massive chasm between them and the people in the factories in China or the cobalt mines in DRC who gather and assemble the materials that go into producing that phone. If the story of more stuff can be seen as a release from proximity and breaching the Dunbar number, it is equally about obfuscation in our social relations that such stuff fosters.

Bringing this back to Skálholt and Nyboder, the differences start to make more sense. At Skálholt, although part of the delegation of care was accompanied by a release from proximity – that is, access to imported goods and producers in distant lands, the majority was not. Everyday life was dependent on the proximity of its servants, staff and tenants, not only to maintain but also to produce most of its things, from meat, dairy produce, fish, clothing and wooden vessels. By contrast, at Nyboder the larger amount of stuff signalled a greater dependence on these distant networks (i.e. market exchange), and thus greater anonymity in terms of the social relations bound to things. The point is really that the social network was very differently distributed in the thing-heavier world of Nyboder than at Skálholt. Thing-heavy worlds both increase the distance over which the social network binds people together but do it in such a way as to also facilitate greater anonymity between people in the network. If the bishop and his household knew the people who produced his food, who made his furniture and built his residence, how much did the dockworkers living in Nyboder know about the origins of the food they ate and the vessels they used to cook with and eat from? The issue at stake here is the extent to which more stuff, actually generates more opacity in social networks which can conceal the mechanisms of structural inequality. Residents of Nyboder would have been well aware of the differences in wealth and power in Copenhagen, but the difference is the role objects played here compared to Skálholt. At Skálholt, objects mediated this inequality in very direct and visible ways insofar as servants and labourers worked to provide and maintain the very specific things used by the bishop and his household. At Nyboder, a greater number of the objects were mediated through markets which, while giving the appearance of an equal exchange (money for goods), conceal a very different system of structural inequality – one that depended on the very anonymity engendered by market exchange.
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CHAPTER 6

IN PROSPERITY AND ADVERSITY: LIVELIHOOD STRATEGIES OF THE LANDLESS IN BOREAL SCANDINAVIA IN THE EIGHTEENTH TO EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES

Eva Svensson, Hilde R. Amundsen, Hanna Enefalk and Susanne Pettersson



Introduction

Boreal inland Scandinavia is traditionally seen as the home of freeholding peasants, often pictured as a social collective with a high degree of internal equality (see e.g. Kirby 1990). This picture obscures the fact that there were considerable groups of landless people who lived on other’s property. Their numbers increased rapidly in the eighteenth century (Gadd 2000: 221–30; Lunden 2002: 130–40), especially when auxiliary income was available. This was the case in the two areas of investigation in this paper, where large agricultural estates and ironworks industries required labour, goods and services. In such areas, substantial auxiliary incomes made it possible to make a living also on very small plots of land. Peasants could divide their homesteads into more shares among their children, and outlying land was increasingly settled with landless tenants.

However, the high degree of dependence on auxiliary incomes and salaried work made landless groups vulnerable to swings in the international demand for products such as iron and agricultural produce. Crofts and cottages were thus strongly connected to the capitalist world market, even in remote forested areas. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both agricultural estates and ironworks industries experienced major challenges, which immediately affected the landless (cf. Costello 2020 for the influence of global capitalism on rural communities).

In this paper, crofts and cottages and their inhabitants are examined through archaeological surveys, written documents, and historical maps, to find out how these non-proprietors coped (or succumbed) with their changing times. The investigated dwellings are located in an area with large agricultural estates in eastern Norway, and in a community dominated by ironworks industries in western Sweden.
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Figure 6.1     Location of investigated areas. Map: Susanne Pettersson.



Crofters and other rural subalterns in Norway and Sweden

The major landless group growing rapidly in rural eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Scandinavia consisted of families who were permitted to use a house and some land in return for day labour for the landowner, plus usually some cash and/or payment in kind. Crofters who did not fulfil their obligations could be evicted, and frequent relocations were common. Most were also dependent on extra day labour or performing a handicraft. We use the word ‘crofters’ (and croft) as umbrella concepts, even if there were differences within the group; especially between crofters who rented a house and enough land for farming (No. husmann med land, Sw. torpare) and cottagers who only disposed of a house and no or very little land (No. husmann uten land, Sw. backstugusittare). Another numerous group of landless people were the boarders (No. innerst, Sw. inhyseshjon), people without a home and unable to support themselves, who were housed (often on a rotating scheme) by peasants and crofters (Elgeskog 1945; Gadd 2000: 85–91; Hovdhaugen 1975; Skappel 1922; Østrem 2022).

In the second quarter of the nineteenth century, a great land reform, the Laga Skifte, made many Swedish crofters who lived on village commons and infields homeless. The crofters on outlying lands were sometimes less vulnerable to proletarianization, since access to natural resources (legal or illegal) enabled them to pursue more flexible economies (Bäck 1992; Elgeskog 1945; Gadd 2000: 88–9, 223). From the mid-1800s other possibilities emerged for landless people, such as work in the modern industry or emigrating. At the same time an increasingly effective and ultimately mechanized agricultural sector made many workers in the countryside redundant (Østrem 2022). The crofting system was finally abolished in the 1920s (Norway) and in 1943 (Sweden) (Bäck 1992; Elgeskog 1945; Gadd 2000: 88–9, 223; Uppenberg 2022; Østrem 2022).

Uncovering the rural landless

‘The Age of the Crofters’ left a legacy in the landscape. Deserted houses, clearance cairns and other remains commemorate their lives and hard work, and provide opportunities for archaeology. Archaeological research on crofters is mainly a twenty-first-century phenomenon, preceded by some pioneers a decade earlier, and has a distinct bottom-up approach. The aim is often to produce new and alternative historical narratives by contrasting written sources with the testimony of material culture (e.g. Andersson 2007; Eymundsson 2011; Holm 2005; Knarrström, 2008; Lind et al. 2002–3; Rosén 2020; Sethre 2017; Svensson et al. 2009; Svensson et al. 2018; Welinder 2007, see Hansson, Nilsson and Svensson 2020 for a more elaborate research history on crofts).

In order to investigate strategies and coping capacity of non-proprietors dependent on larger agricultural estates and ironworks industries, we selected two areas: Stange, Hedmark in eastern Norway, and Gunnarskog, Värmland in western Sweden. The Stange area is dominated by large agricultural estates, owned by a peasant elite relying on non-proprietors for much of the labour. Crofts were erected in the outlying, often forested areas of the estates (Elisenberg 2007; Enger 2023; Stensrud 1974; Ødegaard 1988). In Gunnarskog, several ironworks were established in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, changing the economic structure of an area previously dominated by freeholding peasants depending heavily on resource extraction from the forest, so-called ‘outland use’. With the establishment of the ironworks industries, there was a rapid expansion of crofts in outlying, forested areas, and resource extraction was increasingly geared towards the demands of the ironworks (Olsson 1962; Svensson 1998; Svensson 2008).

Methodologically, the study is based on triangulation (Nilsson, Hansson and Svensson 2020) of contemporary censuses and documents from the local church archives, historical maps, and documentation gathered by local historians including interviews with some of the last crofters (Elisenberg 2007; Enger 2023; Persson 2008), and the national registers for ancient monuments in Norway (Askeladden) and Sweden (Fornsök). The latter has been supplemented with heritage sites documented by the Forest Commission (Skogens Pärlor).

Field surveys of the selected areas were carried out in the summer of 2023. The aim was to make landscape analyses by studying the spatial organization and design of crofts and infields, and locating traces of resource utilization outside the infields. Crofts and infield areas were evaluated in order to estimate the economic status of the crofts. Larger infield areas were taken as an indication of greater support capacity. During the survey it became clear that the crofts fell into two groups: larger crofts with more substantial (c. 3–5 hectares) infields, and smaller crofts with c. 1 hectare of infields or less. The sites were also evaluated regarding potential pre-croft use since an older land use could indicate a higher quality of land. The size and character of the house foundations were discussed in relation to the field sizes, but not as a criteria of its own. Additionally, sites potentially connected to the crofter’s economy, such as remains of charcoal stacks and tar production, were recorded. Two of the selected crofts have been investigated to some extent in connection with other projects: Åsgårdstua søndre has been partly excavated (Amundsen, Enger and Ringen 2012), and detailed mapping, analysis of historical maps and pollen analysis have been performed at Gammelsätern, Treskog (Svensson 1998: 112–16).

Stange: where peasants ruled

Stange in Hedmarken, east of Lake Mjösa, is one of Norway’s most fertile agricultural areas. The area is characterized by wealthy peasant estates and an extensive and long-lived crofter establishment in the marginal zones of the fields and meadows, in the forest and along the shores of lakes. Over time, there have been hundreds of crofts. The crofts Ihlesvea and Samuelstuen, belonging to the farm Ihle østre in the village of Stange Vestbygd, were selected for in-depth studies. Whereas there is detailed documentation on the peasants in the written documents, information about the crofts is scarce (Veflingstad 1952: 684).

Ihlesvea is one of the large crofts, having substantial fossilized fields with large clearance cairns. The dwelling house had at least two rooms and a cellar. The croft is marked on a map from 1819 (Myrheim 2002: 122) and it is inhabited up to the 1950s (Norge i bilder). The longevity of settlement underlines the impression of a prospering croft. A crofter is registered on the farm Ihle østre as early as the seventeenth century. In the census for 1801, a total of five crofter families are mentioned under the farm. Probably, one of these were settled at Ihlesvea. In the 1865 census, Hans Jensen, a ‘crofter with land’, lived here, with his wife and four children. The succeeding families were labelled crofters and workers, meaning that crofting and salaried work was combined. Some of them appear to have been servants before making a career by becoming crofters. Both women and men were performing agricultural work outside of the household, and a couple of men were listed as lumbermen working away from the croft. Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there were many children at Ihlesvea, some born out of wedlock and boarding with their relatives (Censuses 1891, 1900, 1910, 1920).

Samuelstuen (Elisenberg 2007: 209; Veflingstad 1952: 684) was also a large croft. It is situated south of Ihlesvea and consists of the remains of a dwelling house with at least two rooms, an outhouse, several large clearance cairns, remains of stone fences and substantial infield areas. The croft was deserted in the first half of the twentieth century (Norge i bilder). There is information on the inhabitants in the censuses of 1801, 1865, 1875, 1891, 1900 and 1909–17, showing that the crofters, two (at least) successive families with children, had been fairly well off. They are described as crofters with land, and they, mostly the men, also had work outside the crofts, including diverse handicrafts. In the third family, the husband was a master lumberman and a tanner. According to the census for 1900, the men were farm workers at a neighbouring farmstead. The women are mostly labelled ‘housewives’, although some of them performed textile work according to the censuses. There were also boarders at Samuelstuen. Except for a widow, the boarders were children and related to the crofter families.

Additionally, the crofters at Ihlesvea and Samuelstuen had urban connections with the nearby town of Hamar, where some family members resided and worked for periods. Another similarity is that the boarders the crofters took in, tended to be family members, showing that the family functioned as a safety net, and presumably also used the poor relief institution as a source of income.

Two tar production sites have been located in the forest on either side of Ihlesvea and Samuelstuen. Potentially the crofters produced tar as an auxiliary source of income. Potentially the crofters produced tar as an auxiliary source of income. The village Tangen is located south of Stange Vestbygd. In contrast to the neighbouring village, Tangen had more small-scale farmsteads. Nineteen crofts were located in the forest in the western part of Tangen, among them eight crofts belonging to the farm Åsgård. As the crofts were quite crowded in a small area, they formed a community or almost a hamlet. Thanks to a local historian, written sources for these crofts have been reviewed, and some interviews with former crofters have been undertaken (Enger 2023). Two of the crofts were selected for survey in 2023: southern Åsgårdstua (No. Åsgårdstua søndre) and northern Åsgårdstua (No. Åsgårdstua nordre).

Northern Åsgårdstua is a (relatively) small croft located close by the farm Åsgård. The remains of a small house foundation, a stone fence and a fossilized infield area, disturbed by a modern dust road, were documented at the survey. According to oral information the house was made out of wood and consisted of a living room, a kitchen, and a chamber. A total of seven different families lived here between 1861 and 1943. Most of the (male) crofters were listed as crofters with land, combined with forest and farm work and day labour. They also had some livestock. The written documents are silent regarding female labour, with the exception of a Juliane, who in 1900 makes a living by doing laundry and baking. Several of the children born here emigrated to America. One of them, Peter Rudolf Pedersen, returned wealthy and bought the farmstead Olsby. Conversely, the peasant family at Olsby became crofters due to financial problems and moved to Åsgårdstua, and even touched some poor relief (Enger 2023: 177–219).
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Figure 6.2    Clearance cairns at Samuelstuen. Photo: Hilde Rigmor Amundsen.



A large tar production site lies within the area of northern Åsgårdstua. It is possible that the crofters made tar, but it is not mentioned in the written sources.

The first croft established by the farmstead Åsgård was probably southern Åsgårdstua, a small croft consisting of a dwelling house, an outhouse, a small garden and an infield area with clearance cairns and stone fences. Part of the infield area was of older, pre-croft, character with low clearance cairns made up of stones the size of one man’s burden. The site might have been used as an outland field. Two successive families lived at the croft: the first in the period 1828–68 and the second from 1870 to c. 1905. Both families are listed as crofters with land, but most of the time without livestock. They performed farm work, often as day labourers. The last family also took in one of their sons as a boarder during a short period. In the late nineteenth century, the widower Knud Pedersen is listed as a crofter without land on the site, supporting himself as a farm worker. Later he became a boarder on poor relief, still living in the croft, until he moved into a municipal home for the poor and elderly (Enger 2023: 164–76).

The dwelling house of southern Åsgårdstua was archaeologically investigated in 2010–11. A living room and a smaller room were uncovered, as well as a central fireplace. The findings were many and varied: animal bones, redware, faience, bottles including one medicine bottle, a fork, a sickle, frying pans, a shoe cleat, etc. (Amundsen, Enger and Ringen 2012).

Gunnarskog: in the shadow of the ironworks

Among the many Swedish parishes once dominated by ironworks, Gunnarskog was selected for investigation due to the high-quality registration of crofts made by the Survey for Ancient Monuments and carried out by the National Heritage Board in 1989 (Fornsök), combined with the rich information provided by a dedicated local historian (Persson 2008). Topographically, the area is centred around the lake Stor-Treen with contributory rivers, crisscrossing an undulating topography with mostly coniferous forest.

Two ironworks were active in the area, Treskog and Upper Fredros, both founded in the middle of the eighteenth century after previous short-lived and unsuccessful attempts to run copperworks. In the last decade of the eighteenth century, a third ironworks was established in Lower Fredros. All three industries were closed in 1869 during the big structural crisis known in Swedish as bruksdöden (‘the ironworks death’). In their vicinity other small-scale industries were located, such as mills, sawmills and textile stomps, making use of the hydro-electric facilities, surviving the 1869 some decades. Small-scale mining, initially mostly for copper but later also for iron, was also performed in Gunnarskog. One of these mines, Mörtälvsgruvan, is located within the study area. The mine, periodically including smithing, was operated on and off during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. However, as the local mining was not successful enough, the local ironworks brought in pig-iron from outside (Fornsök; Olsson 1962; Erco 1943; Persson 2008).

Before the advent of the iron industries, the area was part of the hamlet Treskog’s outland and used for resource extraction such as hunting and forest grazing. With the establishment of the ironworks, an enormous expansion of crofter and cottager settlement took off in the Treskog outlands, with c. 60 registered croft sites only in the vicinity of the ironworks Treskog and Fredros. A few of them have older land use histories such as having been shielings (Fornsök; Skogens Pärlor).

Two areas with crofts and surrounding forest were selected for survey in 2023. In the first area, southeast of Stor-Treen, the mine Mörtälvsgruvan and two crofts (Norra Långtjärn and Sulvikstorpet) were previously registered. In the second area, northwest of the lake, three crofts (Gammelsätern, Stenbacken and Holmtorpet) and two charcoal stacks were registered (Fornsök; Skogens Pärlor). A map from c. 1890 gives additional information on crofts and fields (Häradsekonomiska kartan, Historiska kartor).

Mörtälvsgruvan was surveyed for settlement remains in 2023, but only inconclusive traces of a possible house were located in spite of information about buildings connected to mining and smithing at the site. The written documents show that there were two distinctly different groups of people living in the settlement Mörtälven at different times. In the eighteenth century, Mörtälven was inhabited by master craftsmen with their families (Persson 2008: 55). In the mid-nineteenth century, a cottager and his wife moved in. They were categorized as ‘destitute’ and their underage children were recipients of poor relief. In the 1870s, after the death of the couple, the croft was evacuated (House hearings).

Norra Långtjärn was a large croft and consisted of two units, one still in use as a summer house. The deserted unit was located on a steep and stony slope. The deserted fields were small, but the dwelling was fairly large. The other, still-standing, unit was connected to relatively substantial fossilized fields. Långtjärn was inhabited by 1–3 families in the 1780s–1840s period, sometimes rising to relative prosperity and sometimes becoming dependent on poor relief. From the mid-nineteenth century one single family, founded by a former master smith, inhabited Norra Långtjärn. They managed to turn the croft into a farm and lived there until 1917 (House hearings and parish books; Persson 2008: 29–30).

Sulvikstorpet was a small croft with remains of a dwelling house, an earth cellar and infields. Most clearance cairns were low and made up of ‘man’s burden stones’, indicating an older, pre-croft, use, possibly as an outland field. According to the written documents from the mid- and later nineteenth century, Sulvikstorpet was used as poor relief housing and inhabited by two sequential generations of army rangers and their families (Persson 2008: 60). The Ranger battalion was set up in 1788 and consisted of part-time, badly paid soldiers, who seldom qualified for pensions. The rangers were recruited from the lowest strata of society and had a reputation for loose living. Rangers and former rangers frequently appear on the lists of the municipalities’ poor (Johansson 2004).

The large croft Gammelsätern has been investigated (1996) through historical maps, detailed mapping in the field and a pollen analysis. This investigation showed that Gammelsätern was established as a shieling in the eleventh or twelfth century AD. Around 1800 a croft was built on the site. Remains of houses and fossil fields from both phases, together with still-standing ruins of the croft buildings, were located during the detailed mapping in 1996 (Svensson 1998: 112–16). The 2023 survey did not add any more information regarding Gammelsätern. The croft included fairly large fossil fields and was occasionally classified as a farmstead. From the 1810s, the croft was inhabited by army rangers, their relatives, and other boarders, many of them marked out by the parish priest for moral misdemeanours. In the 1870s, a new family replaced the paupers and converted the property to a farm (House hearings).

Stenbacken was a small croft. There were remains of a dwelling house and infields. Judging from the written documents, Stenbacken appears to have been used mostly for poor relief in the nineteenth century. The croft was inhabited by a great number of floating boarders, moving in and out, for example, a couple of army rangers and their families (Persson 2008: 25).
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Figure 6.3     Sulvikstorpet, remains of the chimney and stone sill. Photo: Eva Svensson.



Holmtorpet (Persson 2008: 34) was also a small croft, with the infields located in quite stony, slightly sloping terrain. No dwelling house, but an earth cellar had been registered during a previous survey. In 2023 no other building than the earth cellar was located. However, on closer scrutiny, the earth cellar was reinterpreted as a dug-in dwelling (Sw. jordkula): the house was partly dug into the slope against which it stood, using the natural terrain as the back wall and part of the side walls. This kind of building was not uncommon among impoverished crofters. The low status of the building rhymes well with the information from written documents. From around 1800 until the 1880s, a number of poor people are registered on Holmtorpet; many of them with annotations of infirmities, dependence on poor relief and children born out of wedlock. Several of the male inhabitants were army rangers (House hearings).

Additionally, some new sites were discovered in the 2023 survey: remains of four charcoal stacks, one in the area southeast of Lake Stor-Treen and three northwest of the lake, and the possible dug-in house or earth cellar in the latter area. No fields or other remains connected to the possible dug-in house/cellar were discovered.

In prosperity and adversity: a discussion

The histories of the crofters in Stange and Gunnarskog unfolded in very different ways. The ironworks industries provided possibilities for more non-proprietors to make a living, hence the explosive expansion of croft establishment in Gunnarskog. But the dependence on the ironworks also caused dire problems for the landless when the iron industry declined and finally closed down. The written documents indicate a drop in status among the inhabitants of the crofts in the mid-nineteenth century when many crofters were obliged to resort to meagre holdings allowed by the parish’s poor relief (House hearings; Persson 2008).

There are no indications that the crofters started other trades or handicrafts not related to the ironworks industries, apart from trying to earn a little bit by signing up as army rangers (House hearings; Persson 2008). In this aspect, the crofters in Gunnarskog differ from crofters connected to another ironworks, Älvsbacka, in eastern Värmland. There, the crofters turned to crafts such as tar production, shoe making and sewing to make a living when the ironworks closed (Svensson, Bodin, Hulling and Pettersson 2009). It should be pointed out that in Gunnarskog, the great expansion of crofts and the extraction of resources to feed the ironworks with charcoal, wood and other necessities terminated previous uses of the landscape. One example is the transformation of shielings into crofts, as in the case of Gammelsätern (Svensson 1998: 112–16). The resource extraction, such as charcoal production, also took a heavy toll on the forest (e.g. Isaksson 1997 regarding forest eco-history in an ironworks area), and it is likely that there was a shortage of potential resources for alternative economies.

In the Stange area, the crofts appear to have been more stable and better off. Although dependent on the peasant elite and their estates, the Stange crofters had larger networks and pursued more diversified economies, combining agriculture at the croft with other jobs, including taking in relatives as boarders and probably producing tar. The nearby town of Hamar offered additional possibilities, and several of the Stange crofters appear to have had one foot in the croft and the other in Hamar (the censuses). The urban world was visible also in the finds material from southern Åsgårdstua, like a teapot, finer earthenware and faience (Amundsen, Enger and Ringen 2012).

There was, however, a difference between the Stange Vestbygd and Tangen crofts (the censuses; Elisenberg 2007; Enger 2023; Veflingstad 1952), with the former being larger and more wealthy than the latter. The soil of Stange Vestbygd is more fertile than that of Tangen, giving the Stange Vestbygd crofts a greater coping capacity than their counterparts at Tangen.

Size, too, was an important difference regarding the crofts’ coping capacity. It was the crofts registered as large crofts in the survey carried out in 2023 (Ihlesvea, Samuelstuen, Norra Långtjärn and Gammelsätern) that proved most resilient and long-lived. That is, domestic production was in the long run more secure, even if less profitable, than jobs outside of the crofts.

Still, the investigated crofts are deserted. The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries offered new possibilities for the non-proprietors to make a living in the new, urban industries and across the Atlantic. But these alternatives required leaving their crofts and moving to new places, migration being the ultimate solution. When people left, the living landscape of the crofters was replaced with a fossil one, with remains of settlements, fields and workplaces commemorating vulnerable and poor people – not that distant in time from today’s Scandinavian welfare societies.

Conclusion

Crofts and crofters were dependent on their landowners and the possibilities to make a living at and outside of the croft. They could profit from possibilities offered by agricultural estates and ironworks industries to make a living but were vulnerable when these external conditions changed. Although meagre, domestic production at the crofts appears to have been the safest economy, provided the croft was large enough. In the long run, crofts gave in to other emerging possibilities and were considered redundant, and also unwanted by the Scandinavian welfare states. It is now the responsibility of heritage management, archaeologists and historians to care for the crofters’ legacy and memory – not least in response to the interest expressed by rural communities today.
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CHAPTER 7

RAGS WITHOUT RICHES? THE HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY OF AN INDENTURED SÁMI HOUSEHOLD IN MID-NINETEENTH-CENTURY CENTRAL SWEDEN

Jonas Monié Nordin



Introduction

On 14 April 1851, the probate record for the deceased Mattis (Mattias) Stenlund, Järvsö parish, Hälsingland, Sweden, was written down. It counts thirty-one items, including clothes and two buildings (one cabin and one outbuilding). The value was set to twenty-six rixdollars, 16 shillings, where the buildings were estimated at a value of twenty rixdollars (RA, bouppteckningar, Järvsö parish, Hälsingland, Vol. FII:13, nr 152). Mattis had been a crofter, the family had owned the buildings, but not the land. The estate also had fifty-nine dollars in debts, of which seventeen dollars was a debt to the widow Anna Persdotter for taking care of Mattis Stenlund during the last 182 days of his life. The debt also included Mattis Stenlund’s funeral, paid by the son Pehr for about twenty dollars. Of these costs, one-fourth was for spirits (six tankards of brännvin).

Mattis Stenlund died a pauper, one of so many during this period of agricultural revolution, growing industrialization, urbanization, and proletarization (Gadd 2011: 140–2). Mattis, his wife Margta (Margareta) Nilsdotter, and their son Pehr, were just a few of the thousands beyond thousands of impoverished rural poor – crofters, corvée labourers, day-labourers, crafters and petty peddlers – featuring in the Swedish countryside during the advent of modernity (see Svensson, Amundsen, and Enefalk, this volume). One aspect, however, differs between the many faceless poor of nineteenth-century Sweden and Mattis, Margta, and Pehr; the latter were Sámi, and in a part of Scandinavia seldom considered as being part of Sápmi/Saemie – eatname (the traditional lands of the Sámi).

Still, the family had deep roots in the region. The foundation of their socio-economy as crofters was a set of royal decrees of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, making traditional Sámi (peripatetic) life illicit in most parts of Sweden (Nordin and Olofsson 2023). For generations the Stenlunds’ kin had served as indentured crafters and hunters under the control of the parish summon, making them a cheap, accessible, and skilled workforce. Indenture had on the other hand, after intensive struggles, enabled a position for the Nilsdotter-Stenlunds, and their kin, to remain in their country of birth, in central Sweden.

This chapter discusses the household of the Nilsdotter-Stenlund family, their position in life as Sámi crofters in Järvsö parish, and their livelihood. The aim is to dissect how marginalization and poverty can be detected and understood in the historical-archaeological sources relating to the family. The family was poor, they did not own land, and Mattis Stenlunds’ probate records show very limited means (there are no probate records of Margta Nilsdotter and it is not known when she died). This picture is supported by the archaeological findings in their cabin, but through analysing the archaeological assemblage it is possible to uncover traces of means, and of traditions, through the keeping and developing of Sámi traditions at a period of time featured by growing demands for assimilation.

Crofters, paupers, and indentured Sámi

The seventeenth century saw the rise of the fiscal state and a number of laws and regulations to enforce royal control of the subjects. Laws of service (Sw. tjänstehjonstvång) and of control (Sw. laga försvar) demanded that all subjects of the realm were assigned to belong to one of the four estates (priests, freeholding farmers, burghers, and nobles). Industrial workers, servants, crofters, and nomadic Sámi south of the so-called lappmark borders, were forced to be in someone’s service. If you did not have a master, the Crown saw that you were assigned one. The corporative patriarchal societal body demanded a clear and visible hierarchical structure (Bengtsson 2020; Uppenberg 2023).

It was in this context that the Crown demanded the eviction of all nomadic Sámi south of the lappmark borders in 1671. The great Nordic War (1700–21) directed the Crowns’ focus on the conflict and in the latter part of the conflict, on sheer survival. The peace and the fall of the absolute monarchy spurred, however, the implementation of the law of 1671, and from the late 1720s, a system of indenture directed at Sámi people in central Sweden was founded. The path to the construction of this peculiar and, for Sweden, unique indenture system founded on ethnicity, is rather long and complicated. It features a struggle among the king, the Privy Council, the county boards, county generals, and the Sámi groups of central Sweden (Nordin and Olofsson 2023).

From this time, the struggle for Sámi self-determination intensified. The king wanted the Sámi evicted, but the Sámi wanted to stay. Somewhere in the middle were the national and regional authorities trying to navigate a complex situation (Nordin and Olofsson 2023). As the latter expressed, the lawful grounds for eviction were lacking. This standpoint was in turn reached by resistance from the Sámi through supplications and defiance (they fled custody).

This meant that reindeer husbandry was forbidden outside of the designated areas (the so-called lappmarker), and surrounding areas nomadism was outlawed, and individual Sámi who wanted to stay in central Sweden had to sign up as indentured, sedentary workers under the control of the parish summons. The system was one of both exploitation benefitting the freeholders and in the long run, the Crown, and at the same time one that represented a victory in the political struggle of the Sámi, since it allowed some Sámi to stay in the country of their birth. But it also led to a historical situation of institutionalized poverty – the system regulated and tried to hinder the Sámi possibilities to create economic surplus through tying them to a particular parish and a particular croft.

The historic process of forced sedentary life (and forced labour) of the Sámi of central Sweden is concurrent with the general process of proletarization of the countryside. The late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw a radical growth in the number of landless poor, a group making up the main body of people migrating to the towns. Liberalization reforms in Sweden were initiated with the fall of absolutism in 1810, followed by the dissolution of the guild (skrå) system in 1846, and the more complete liberalization of 1864, followed by the parliamentarian reform in 1866. These reforms paved the way for the abolition of indenture. It is not fully clear when the system of indentured Sámi workers disappeared, but the legal grounds for the system were revoked in 1864 (Bengtsson 2020: 33–60).

Data suggests a rapid response to the reforms, meaning that Sámi families left their parishes and their indenture as soon as possible, as for instance at the Lappens croft (meaning the Sámi’s). Other examples, such as the Olsson family in Nora, Uppland, stayed permanently until the 1950s – long after the abolition of indenture – and they have kept their ties to the region to the present (Zachrisson, Nordin, and Qviström 2022). There are several other examples where Sámi families or individuals stayed, despite precarious life situations or perhaps because of precarity and the lack of possibilities (e.g. Björck and Blennå 2022).

The data thus far does not provide any deeper insight into similarities or differences between landless indentured Sámi and equally landless non-Sámi crofters, but they seem to have shared both economic poverty in the sense of limited means, and poverty in the sense of exposure to risk (see discussion in Svensson et al. 2020: 168–9). Precarity may have been more prevalent for the sedentary Sámi however, since the threat of eviction was imminent in contrast to the non-Sámi proletariat.

The Stenlunds

From the probate record of Mattis Stenlund of spring 1851, it is possible to have a close-up picture of his situation at the end of life. He was heavily indebted and had to rely on hired help. Widow Anna Persdotter had taken care of Mattis Stenlund during the last years of his life, including providing him with clothes (182 days totalling 17 rixdollars). The household had, despite hardship, kept up maintaining the cabin, as exemplified by the bricklayer who restored the chimney, supervised by Anna Persdotter and at a cost of sixty-four shillings. Anna had also bought candy, both liquorice and candy sugar for Stenlund (RA, bouppteckningar, Järvsö parish, Hälsingland, Vol. FII:13, nr 152).

Despite all the debts, the family chose not to save at the funeral, but rather to acknowledge the event, thus becoming even more indebted through the acquisition of black ribbons, a coffin, transportation to church, pork, bread, coffee, tobacco, and spirits for the funeral feast. In relation to the limited means the funeral expenses almost seem like a potlatch (see Mauss [1954] 2002).

The most valuable items in the inventory of the household were the cabin and the outbuilding (16 resp. 4 rixdollars), followed by a large cauldron of copper, counting for three rixdollars. The remaining inventories consisted of a bailer, a kettle, three axes, a pitchfork, a hammer, a spinning wheel, a mirror, some pelts, a waistcoat, a pair of trousers, and a fur coat.

The record of 1851 is in clear contrast to the probate inventory for the same property of Mattis’ first wife Brita Jonsdotter (1785–1818) and the mother of their son Jonas (b. 1815), showing ninety-one entries including the cabin of a value of 78,5 dollars and debts of 50,4 rixdollars including fees for the probate of over twenty rixdollars. Among the recorded objects were five items of silver, including a gilded cup of 3,6 rixdollars value, another cup, and a decorative plate (beslag om 3 rader, Eng. A fitting of three rows). A finger ring and a chain were valued to one rixdollar, eight shillings (RA Järvsö tingslags häradsrätts arkiv, SE/HLA/1040049, FII:8, nr 66). Mattis seems to have inherited everything in 1818, but very little was left in 1851. This shows the complexity of relying on probate records alone. Either Mattis Stenlund sold off the inventories or gave them to his children or a combination, either way, most of it, and especially objects of value had been taken away from the household.

The listed objects also say little of Mattis Stenlunds’ livelihood and his obligations towards the parish. The pitchfork, the axes and the spinning wheel indicate agrarian labour and textile production. The Stenlund family owned no land, but the archaeological study of their abandoned croft in 2019 suggests, not surprisingly, small-scale agriculture. Small patches of cleared land were identified adjacent to the dwelling, along with clearance cairns, stone walls, a well, and scattered bushes of red currant (see Figure 7.1). The spinning wheel was an ordinary ingredient in most households of the nineteenth century, but Hälsingland was the centre of Swedish flax production, and most people were in one way or another involved in the flax industry (Jonsson 1994).
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Figure 7.1    The foundation of the Lappens croft. Photo: Jonas Monié Nordin.



Material aspects of a nineteenth-century Sámi family

During the summer of 2019, the deserted cabin of the Stenlund family was excavated. Most of the interior and the porch were examined. The walls and the chimney were cleared but not excavated, the latter due to its size. Approximately 168 finds were recovered consisting of window glass, bottle glass, and ceramics, including imported English whiteware and domestic glazed red earthenware. The written and material record suggests that the cabin was erected during the 1810s, as a successor of the indentured Sámi household Lappatäkten, also in Järvsö parish, that was abandoned and torn down after 1813 (Ulfhielm 2019: 158–9). According to the material data and lack of archival sources, the Lappens cabin was probably deserted soon after 1851 or in the 1860s at the latest.

The timber cabin had once had at least three glass windows, a chimney of brick and fieldstone, and a tile roof of locally made tiles. Two coins of low value, of which one was deposited in one of the corners, were from 1808 and the 1820s. The limited amount of brick and roof tiles suggest, not surprisingly that the cabin had been disassembled deliberately, sometime after the death of Mattis Stenlund (Björck and Blennå 2021).

The ceramic and glass assemblage mirrors the nineteenth-century consumer revolution through the finding of remains of two English vessels, among the eighteen minimal vessel count, (MVC) detected in the find material. Most surprising was thirteen pieces of a monochrome children’s plate of whiteware made by William Smith & Co, Tees, Yorkshire, 1840–5, with a drilled hole in the rim, and the imprinted text reads COMPANIONS. The hole, over 2 millimetres in width was clearly not for mending, but drilled for other purposes, probably for hanging, thus turning the plate into a picture to be hung on the wall, an image in an otherwise image-poor world (see Horning this volume; Figure 7.2). On the rear side of the plate are secondary engravings (… K IN …). The engraving cannot be associated with the known inhabitants of the croft and indicates secondary/tertiary use of the plate.

Dating of the plate indicates a short period of circulation from 1840/5 to post-1851 (1850s). Comparative plates have the text JUVENILE COMPANIONS on the upper part, circling a motif of two boys and a girl playing with a cat. On the lower part, the text reads Jump to Jump.

Several pieces of a lid and the waist of an English-made cooking vessel of red earthenware, a so-called Marmite vessel – made to look like an iron cooking pot – were also found. The rest of the ceramics consist of regionally made, red earthenware bowls, and plates for serving and storing food. At least two plates were Swedish whiteware made at Gustafsberg factories (Stockholm) between 1839 and 1860. A couple of pieces of faïence were rather old and from the second half of the eighteenth century. The glass vessels consisted of two neck pieces of two perfume or medicinal bottles and three shards from a pressed glass vessel. The production of pressed glass took off in the 1840s (Seitz et al. 1933).
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Figure 7.2    Ceramic sherds from the Lappens cabin. Photo: Jonas Monié Nordin.



Another indication of limited means is a copper alloy button that had been mended with a spike. Another find of copper alloy was a purse clasp. No traces of leather or textile were attached to it, suggesting it was a semi-finished product. This in turn suggests that the Lappens family were engaged in the production of purses, a quite common trade among Sámi in central Sweden during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Svanberg 1999: 88–94). The recording of a spinning wheel in the probate records shows textile production. This could have been for domestic use, or considering the boom of flax production during the mid-nineteenth century, an economic strategy that included most people of the region of Hälsingland of the nineteenth century (Jonsson 1994).

Another find that deserves attention is a pencil/stylus of graphite, a griffel in Swedish. This type of pen could only be used together with a graphite or slate board and not as an ordinary pen. Their usage is associated with education and training but can have been used by adults for everyday notes. Compulsory school was introduced in Sweden in 1842 but it often took several decades to recruit teachers and organize school buildings and teaching materials. In Järvsö, organized and compulsory education was initiated in the 1860s. This suggests that the pen was used for practising writing before the school was founded and that the Stenlund family served themselves in terms of education.

The limited material assemblage suggests three different and contradictory traits: Poverty, but access to consumer goods and the ability to procure special purpose vessels (the childrens’ plate, the Marmite jar, miniature glass bottles). The use of the children’s plate as a piece of art hanging on the wall, and the use of an at least several decades-old plate of faïence suggests poverty, but on the other hand, the existence of an exclusive children’s plate from Yorkshire together with a Marmite-type cooking vessel and the pressed-glass plate suggests access to contemporary, and even valuable, consumer goods.

The ceramic assemblage in its social context suggests the Lappens family’s access to a market economy and also a low degree of self-reliance. The second or third-hand use of the children’s plate may indicate either access to the second-hand market, not surprisingly, or that the Lappens family is in a patron–client relationship with someone with names including the letters K IN, a situation common for many proletarized households of the period. Most importantly, however, the existence of foreign consumer goods at the Lappens cabin shows that global capitalism with its global consumer goods had spread to and encompassed indentured Sámi in Hälsingland, just as it did impoverished people of the Blue Mountains as discussed by Audrey Horning, this volume.

Living a Sámi life in nineteenth-century central Sweden

Mathias Stenlund was in his second marriage, wed to Margta Nilsdotter (d. 1840), daughter of Nils Andersson and Anna Juliusdotter, indentured Sámi at Lappatäkten (meaning the Sámi infield), Järvsö parish. Together Mathias and Margta had six children, Pehr (b. 1821), Nils (b. 1823), Anna Helena (b. 1826, died an infant), Lars, who also died an infant in 1828, Mathias (b. 1829) and Maths (b. 1832; Arkiv digital, Järvsö socken AI:12b (1824–30) image 123, p. 400). There is no evidence about the abandonment of the Lappens cabin, but there is also no data, oral, material, or written, suggesting anything other than abandonment soon after the death of Mattis Stenlund.

Oral traditions tell of Mattis as a skilled and successful hunter, mainly famous as a bear hunter, a reputation he shared with his father-in-law, Julius Andersson at the Lapptäkta cabin (Edsman 1994: 81). The hunt for wild game was one of the most important tasks of the indentured sedentary Sámi, and probably Mattis hunted lynx, wolverines, and wolves, along with bear. The faunal remains at Lappens consisted mainly of domestic animals, including horse bones, but also bones of squirrel (Sciurus vulgaris). At the older cottage, Lappaäkten, excavated 2018–19, animal bones of bear (Ursus arctos) and reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) were recovered. Another task often associated with Sámi in service of the parishes was the killing and butchering of horses, cats, and dogs. The execution of this task can be documented through the finding of horse bones. (Björck and Blennå 2020). Squirrel had no doubt been hunted for its fur, and the butchery of horse as a part of the contracted obligations with the parish. The osteological analysis could also show that the horse bones had been split and horse meat had been eaten (Björck and Blennå 2021, app. 2). The habit of eating horse was widely spread among Sámi communities of the early modern period but non-existent among non-Sámi (Svanberg 1999: 45–7; Nyrén 2012: 82; for the perception of horse eating in Järvsö see Björklund 1974: 32). Tradition also holds that Mattis Stenlund was a skilled and successful musician (Winblad 1922).

According to oral traditions, Margta was a renowned and feared healer and a person with ‘certain gifts’. She practiced magic and could heal the sick but also harm people. She is also said to have used a sacred well, adjacent to the road to the parish centre (Winblad 1922). These attributes are not uncommon among the majority’s view on the Sámi and have deep roots. There are many examples from the Middle Ages addressing the Sámi use of magic (e.g. Wang 2023). The sherds of miniature glass bottles, apothecary or perfume bottles, found at Lappens may indicate the production and use of medical potions.

All together the historical-archaeological evidence suggests that seven trades or lines of work were practiced by the Nilsdotter-Stenlund household: 1, handicraft (purse making), 2, small-scale agriculture, 3, flax production, 4, hunting, 5, butchery, 6, entertainment, and 7, healing. A manifold of trades was not unusual for people without property, but the size and skill of the Stenlund family suggest an elaborate strategy to spread risks. Except for household agriculture or gardening, the other trades may have generated cash income and access to consumer goods and markets. This explains the existence of rare consumer goods in the otherwise impoverished environment.

Other finds speak of other dimensions of life in the household. Under the porch, three smoothing stones probably used for skin preparation linked to hunting activities were found in situ, probably deliberately deposited (see Figure 7.3). Two other similar stones were found inside the building, an indication that the stones had been used in contrast to the ones deposited. These kinds of smoothing stones were rather common during the Iron Age and early medieval period in most parts of Scandinavia but with a distinct distribution of them in Sámi contexts from the late Iron Age. The smoothing stones can be linked to an intensification of the hunt and the domestication of reindeer (Mulk 1994; see also Aronsson 1991).
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Figure 7.3    Smoothing stones from Lappens. Photo: Bengt Grundvig, County Museum of Gävleborg.



The recovery of smoothing stones connects to both the hunting and leather craft activities and the deposition of ritual objects. At the excavation, a foundation coin was recovered, and one of the first finds made at the excavation was a broken scythe that probably had been deposited on top of the deserted cabin as part of a closing ritual. Sharp metals, cutlery or bullets were often used as protective closing objects during the early modern and modern periods (Hukantaival 2016: 89). Closing ritual activities are not unusual at Sámi dwellings and have been recorded from the nineteenth century (Zachrisson, Nordin and Qviström 2022).

Data suggest that the family of the Lappens lived Sámi lives in the sense of expressing Sámi traditions through daily labour, daily life, and foodways. Brita Jonsdotter had in her probate inventory of 1818 two reindeer hides as physical tokens of the connection to Sámi material traditions (see Pezzarossi 2014 for a parallel).

The material assemblage of the Lappens cabins also displays change. The relative decrease in Sámi material expressions in comparison to the older cabin Lappatäkta, abandoned around 1813, can be understood in the light of greater societal change making it harder to live a Sámi life in central Sweden (Nordin 2022). The mid-nineteenth century saw a reaction against the multi-lingual and multi-ethnic society prevailing until the loss of Finland through the Napoleonic Wars in 1809 (Larsson 2018). The compulsory school system spurred homogenization leading to the modern ‘Swedish style’ with the widespread perception of the country as homogenous and Sámi as inferior to their homelands in central Sweden.

Conclusions

Probate records in combination with material assemblages give a unique opportunity for studying households on the brink of modernity. This chapter has analysed the material and archival traces of Brita Jonsdotter, Margta Nilsdotter, Mattis Stenlund and their children, showing how they lived their lives as indentured Sámi under the contract of the parish summons in Järvsö, Hälsingland, central Sweden, during the second-to-third quarter of the nineteenth century. The household was poor, living as crofters from a blend of crafts and services. The archival, material, and oral sources suggest a blend of small-scale agriculture for self-subsistence, hunting for furs, killing and butchering of horses, entertainment, and the provision of medical and magical services to the parishioners.

The material evidence underlines poverty through mended and old objects and the use of an English children’s plate as a wall decoration. At the same time, ceramic finds such as the rare children’s plate and English Marmite-type jars, suggest access to cash and consumer goods. In turn, this is explained by the nature of the household’s livelihood. Hunting, craft, entertainment, medical and magical treatment may have provided cash or exotic objects as payment. The combined assemblages also suggest a resilient Sámi identity and tradition within the all-encompassing capitalist system. Despite societal change during the mid-nineteenth century, the Jonsdotter-Nilsdotter-Stenlund family kept hunting traditions and leather/fur preparation as a livelihood, as generations beyond generations of Sámi had done before them.
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CHAPTER 8

THE POORHOUSE AS MATERIALIZED POVERTY IN EIGHTEENTH- AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY SWEDEN

Martin Hansson



Introduction

The aim of this paper is to use poorhouses as examples not only to highlight attitudes towards the poor but also to discuss poorhouses as material culture in society in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Sweden. Poorhouses were places where destitute, old and sick people lived when they could no longer support themselves. Many people spent the last days of their lives in poorhouses. How poorhouses were built and planned, by whom they were built and where they were built reflect prevailing attitudes towards the poor. Poor people have traditionally been seen as problematic to study through material culture – a poor person did not possess much, leaving little for the archaeologist to study (Orser 2011). At the same time, specific material culture was used by and made for the poor. This type of material, such as poorhouses, is understudied, especially from a Scandinavian perspective. The people living in the poorhouses belonged to a vulnerable group of subalterns that are otherwise often ignored by archaeological research (Hansson, Nilsson and Svensson 2020). On the other hand, the material expression and location of the poorhouse in the landscape/townscape can among other things reflect attitudes towards the poor. The main questions here are how, where and by whom poorhouses were built.

Poverty is always relative; a person is only poor or rich in relation to someone else. The study of poverty therefore always requires context and chronology. Poverty is also often defined as someone having little or no wealth or material possessions (e.g. Gemerek 1994; Sharpe and McEwan 2011: 4; Taylor 2013: 4). It can also be seen as a lack of surplus that makes it impossible for the individual to contribute to the common affairs of society (Söderberg 1978: 12). Caring for the poor was a Christian responsibility, as reflected in many medieval testaments. While the care of the poor in the Middle Ages was a matter for monasteries, convents and hospitals, a more organized poor relief system emerged in the early modern period. The poor were a group whose numbers increased throughout Europe in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. In most contexts, the poor were seen as belonging to one of two categories: the worthy or the unworthy. The worthy poor were those who had become poor through old age, illness or disability. Ex-soldiers, old widows and orphaned children were among those entitled to poor relief. The undeserving, unworthy poor, on the other hand, were poor mainly because they were unemployed. This was seen as a result of bad morals and laziness. Adults who were able to work but did not do so did not qualify for poor relief. In this case, being poor and unemployed was more of a criminal offence (Gemerek 1994; Blom 1992; Skoglund 1992: 43–50; Spencer-Wood and Matthews 2011).

Deciding which poor people should receive relief thus required many decisions at different levels of society, with parishes and town councils being important bodies. An important starting point for poor relief was that not only worthy poor but also only worthy local poor should receive relief. Much effort was made to ensure that vagrant poor from other towns and parishes were expelled to their hometown or parish. There are many examples of different authorities arguing over which of them was responsible for a particular poor person (Johansson 1984: 156–9; Aronsson 1992: 222–3).

In Sweden there were basically three ways of dealing with the poor. One way was to give the poor regular assistance, such as food and clothing, and leave them to fend for themselves in their own homes. These poor people sometimes had official permission to beg. Another way was to let the poor become inhysehjon (boarders) and rotate them among the farmers of the parish, who had to support them for a certain period of time before they were handed over to a neighbouring farm. During their stay on a farm, the poor could be used for whatever purpose they could manage. The last way of taking care of the poor was to put them in a special poorhouse. With some variations, the system of financing poor relief was more or less the same in many parts of Europe. It was seen as a responsibility of the parish or town council (Skoglund 1992: 85–90; Broad 2011; Mauritzen, Philipsen Mølgaard and Hougaard Pedersen 2018).

Materiality of poverty

Poorhouses are among the most obvious material evidence of society’s response to poverty. Provisions for poor relief, including the building of poorhouses, appear in various royal decrees in Sweden from 1571 onwards. In 1642 an order was issued requiring poorhouses to be built next to churches, both in towns and in the countryside. Despite these orders, many parishes did not have a poorhouse until well into the nineteenth century. When an inventory was made in 1829, there were 1,279 poorhouses in rural Sweden, in just over half the parishes in existence at the time. Many parishes argued that they could get by without one, as they rotated the poor between farms (Skoglund 1992: 100; Ehlton 2015).

In parts of Europe and the Americas, poorhouses were often large architectural complexes. Larger institutions had architecturally elegant main buildings with two or three adjacent outbuildings forming rectilinear complexes, whereas in Scandinavia many of the poorhouses, especially in rural areas, were much simpler complexes consisting of just a single building. While some poorhouses were for the worthy poor, others were more like correctional institutions, workhouses designed to punish the unworthy poor and teach them a trade. Workhouses were established throughout much of Europe and America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Most poorhouses and workhouses segregated the inmates by gender, age and condition, for example keeping the sick and mentally unstable away from the rest of the inmates (Huey 2001; Spencer-Wood 2001, 2010; Baugher and Spencer-Wood 2002; Baugher 2009; Tomkins 2011; Thomas 2017).

Often research has focused on the architecture of poorhouses or the material culture of excavated poorhouses. However, the excavations that have been carried out have often only covered small parts of a poorhouse, and several projects have been carried out as community archaeology with limited resources (Huey 2001: 148; Baugher 2009; Høst-Madsen 2018; Søndergaard 2018). Many studies based on preserved buildings have also focused on large complexes of poorhouses and workhouses (Huey 2001; Newman 2013; Thomas 2017), institutions that were quite different from the average Scandinavian poorhouse. Other studies have focused on a single well-preserved object, while analyses of poorhouses as a collective are lacking (Tomkins 2011: 263). Surprisingly little work has been done on the subject of surviving and extant poorhouses.

Firgårde in Ry on Jutland, Denmark, is one of the very few poorhouses in Scandinavia that has been the subject of archaeological excavation. The poorhouse was in operation between 1880 and 1916, and the excavation revealed an enclosed site with a main building that housed the inmates and the caretaker and his family. When the poorhouse was established, one of the ordinary farms in the area, outside of a village context, was bought by the parish and made to function as a poorhouse. The idea was that the inmates would work on the farm and support themselves. Hard work would cure their bad behaviour and lack of morals. The excavation yielded a large amount of small finds. Finds of tobacco pipes and bottles for beer, wine and alcohol show that smoking and drinking took place, although it was strictly forbidden (Mauritzen, Philipsen Mølgaard and Hougaard Pedersen 2018; Søndergaard 2018; Thyrring Nielsen and Schrøder Hansen 2018).

Poorhouses in the Swedish countryside

An inventory of poor relief in 1829 provides information on the size of over 400 rural poorhouses in Sweden. Most of the poorhouses, about 85 per cent of the total, were between 20 and 60 square metres (Skoglund 1992: 101). The smallest poorhouse was only 6 square metres, while the largest were over 140 square metres. The latter represented only a few per cent of the total and were all associated with manors. Written records from Shropshire and Huntingdonshire in eighteenth-century England show that most poorhouses in England were also simple one- or two-room, single-storey buildings (Broad 2011: 246).

The 1829 inventory also shows that poorhouses were mostly built in the same way and with the same materials as ordinary buildings. The exceptions were the large ones, which could be built in brick. Otherwise, timber houses with one or two rooms dominated. One room was used as a kitchen and the other for the inmates. Sometimes the parish used a building that had originally belonged to a parishioner who had become insolvent and needed the parish’s help to survive. When this person died, the parish ‘inherited’ the house and continued to use it as a poorhouse. In other cases, the parish built a poorhouse. A poorhouse might have some outbuildings where the inmates could keep a single cow or pig and some chickens. There might also be a garden for growing vegetables (Skoglund 1992: 100–2).

According to many descriptions, the inmates kept their personal belongings in a chest under their bed. In addition to clothing, these belongings included household utensils and food, as the poor cooked their own food. In some cases, there was a storage room. There does not appear to have been any communal cooking, which means that at mealtimes there would have been a huddle around the stove and everyone had to fend for themselves. Sick and infirm people who were unable to cook for themselves could be looked after by another inmate in return for a salary from the parish (Skoglund 1992: 102–3). In 1829 almost 6,000 people lived in 1084 poorhouses. This gives an average of five to six people per poorhouse. In those parishes where the gender composition of the inmates is known, it appears that 78 per cent of them were women (Skoglund 1992: 102). They were mainly elderly widowed women lacking relatives who could cater for them. Since the most common poorhouse was about 40 square metres in size and perhaps accommodated five to six poor people, each inmate had about 5 to 7 square metres of personal space. The bed would take up about 2 square metres of this space.

An example of a well-preserved poorhouse from 1816 can be found in the parish of Norra Mellby in Scania. The first known poorhouse in the parish is mentioned already in 1715. At the end of the eighteenth century, written records show that it usually housed between six and eight people, mainly elderly widows. The size or construction of this first poorhouse, which was located on the outskirts of the village, is not known. By the 1800s it had fallen into disrepair, and after some discussion, a new combined poorhouse and school building was erected in 1816 (Figure 8.1). By combining the public affairs of poor relief and schooling, the parish saved money. The idea was also to use the poorhouse as a residence for a teacher. The building project was financed by the parishioners, who contributed money, materials and labour. The new poorhouse was a rather large building, measuring eighteen by ten metres, originally single-storey and built of stone, unlike the usual farm buildings in the area, which usually were made of timber. Apart from the two school rooms, one for teaching and the other for housing the teacher, there were two other rooms for the poor. These would accommodate six poor people in great need. The rooms for the poor were about 40 square metres in total, giving each inmate 6 to 7 square metres of living space. The room used for teaching was also used by the parish for Sunday meetings after Mass (Hammarlund 1994). In this way, the poor were publicly displayed in the parish.

In 1842, schooling for younger children became compulsory in Sweden and the responsibility was given to the parishes. Norra Mellby already had a school, but now the number of children attending the school increased dramatically. In 1849 a second floor was added to the building, this time made of timber. The upper floor had a separate entrance at the back of the building and was used for teaching up to ninety children. The teacher was also given new and better accommodation on this floor. The ground floor was left entirely to the poor. At that time there were still six poor people living here: two men and four women. The poorhouse was never staffed (Hammarlund 1994).
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Figure 8.1    The combined poorhouse/schoolhouse in Norra Mellby built 1816. In 1849 the second floor was added. Photo: Martin Hansson, 2024.



Unlike the first poorhouse, the one built in 1816 had a central location in the village, next to the church along the main road. It was built in a slope, which means that its eastern long side was dug into the slope. When the upper floor was added, the building took on its present appearance and, together with the church, formed the public centre of the parish. While the vicarage and the church represented the religious well-being of the parishioners, the combined school and poorhouse represented a social consideration for both young and old. The large, partly stone-built poorhouse also materialized and symbolized the parish’s collective efforts to care for the needy. While the well-built poorhouse tells one story, the lack of staff to care for the poor and the reluctance of the parish to fund staff tells another story about the parishioners’ interest in caring for the poor (cf. Baugher 2009: 7–9).

However, even if the poorhouse at the church in Norra Mellby was a joint venture of the whole parish, there were other poorhouses in the parish as well. In the village of Sösdala, about four kilometres south of Norra Mellby, another poorhouse was built at the same time. Unlike the well-preserved poorhouse by the church, only a few foundation stones remain of this building. It was located about one kilometre south of the village of Sösdala, on the village’s common, along the main road. This poorhouse was a much more modest building, similar to the crofts in the area (Månsson 1956; Carlie, Ericsson and Lagerås 2018). Today, the foundations of a small building, 8 by 4.5 metres, can be seen, making it a building of approximately 35 square metres.

As in Norra Mellby, the building was partly dug into a slope. This poorhouse was built in the mid-nineteenth century and intended to house two homeless and destitute families. Assuming that each family consisted of one adult and two children, each inmate had a living space of approximately 6 square metres. The building had three dry-stone walls dug into the hillside and a wooden front wall. The kitchen was in the middle of the house, with a small room for each family on either side. Compared to the main poorhouse in Norra Mellby, this was a rather anonymous, much simpler and smaller building, no different in any way from other houses in the area where subalterns such as crofters lived. It was also far from the village of Sösdala (Månsson 1956: 211–13; Hansson et al. submitted). Unlike the poorhouse by the church, these poor were not welcome in the centre of the village. Thus, two examples from the same parish reflect two different ways of dealing with the poor.

In other parts of Scania, manor houses dominated the rural landscape. Here we find several examples of the lord of the manor donating money, land and/or building materials for the construction of an impressive poorhouse. In these cases, the poorhouse not only solved the problem of caring for the poor, but the building itself helped to reinforce the dominance and patriarchal order of the estate. In Harlösa, northeast of Lund, the lord of Hjularöd built a poorhouse for the estate’s old workers in 1823. According to the donation, the building was to house eight old and destitute workers (Westerlund 1987).

The building was erected next to the parish church and vicarage in Harlösa, in the centre of the village, in a position where it definitely would be noticed. It was a rather unusual quadrangular single-storey brick building, thirteen by thirteen metres in size, with four apartments centred around a central fireplace (Figure 8.2). The ground plan of the building was approximately 169 square metres, giving each of the eight intended inmates a living space of approximately 21 square metres, which was spacious compared to most other poorhouses. Each flat originally had a separate entrance and consisted of an entrance room, a living room and a smaller chamber. Each flat was designed for two people. There was a small fireplace for cooking, which was connected to the central fireplace, which contained a communal oven. From the beginning, the poorhouse had a small kitchen garden where the inmates could grow vegetables. The poorhouse had no staff (Westerlund 1987).

The square ground plan gave the building an unusually steep and large roof, which distinguished it from other buildings in the area. The building’s function is also revealed by a stone plaque on the north side of the building (facing the church), which states that it was built as a poorhouse by the lord of the manor in 1823 and 1824. As such, it not only served the poor of the estate but was also a material reminder of the local lordship.

Poorhouses in towns

Town councils were responsible for caring for the urban poor. Written records of the city of Lund in Scania mention ‘själabodar’, a type of poorhouse, already in the middle of the sixteenth century. The exact location and appearance of the sixteenth-century poorhouses is not known. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were three poorhouses in Lund, one run by the city council, one by the Torslow Foundation and one run by the University (Persson 1967). In the early nineteenth century, several charitable institutions, including the three poorhouses, were grouped together in the same town block, Kvarteret Själabodar, in the eastern part of the town (Figure 8.3). The municipal poorhouse was located along Själabodsgatan in the west. It had been here since the seventeenth century. The University poorhouse was to be found along Stora Tomegatan to the east. To the north, along Lilla Algatan, the poorhouse of the Torslow Foundation was located. In 1835, the city council bought a plot of land in the southern part of the city block, where a combined workhouse, school and poorhouse was built along Magle Stora Kyrkogata. To the north, on the corner of Lilla Algatan and Själabodsgatan, a new two-storey brick poorhouse and workhouse was built in 1860 and extended in 1882, when the 1835 poorhouse on Magle Stora Kyrkogata was solely used for schooling. Above the entrance at Lilla Algatan, a stone slab with an inscription originally read: ‘Ho der icke vill arbeta skall heller icke äta’ (He who does not want to work should not eat), which was clearly a derogatory statement towards the inmates (Persson 1967; Lund Stads Bevarandeprogram, Kv Själabodar, Krafts Rote).
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Figure 8.2    Harlösa donationshus built 1823–4. Photo: Martin Hansson 2023.



In Lund in the nineteenth century, several public social institutions were thus concentrated in the same city block. The number of buildings with social functions gradually increased as existing buildings along the streets were given new functions or new buildings were erected. The concentration of social institutions also led to the recruitment of staff to work in the new poorhouse in 1860. The school, workhouse and poorhouse, built in 1835 and 1860 respectively, were large two-storey brick buildings that differed from ordinary townhouses in size, with a long façade along the street. Although not in the central part of the city, they were located within the medieval city limits (Persson 1967; Lund Stads Bevarandeprogram, Kv Själabodar, Krafts Rote).
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Figure 8.3    In nineteenth-century Lund, poorhouses and other social institutions were grouped together in one block in the eastern part of the town. A. Combined work/poorhouse/school/bath. B. Work/poorhouse. C. City council poorhouse. D. University poorhouse. E. Torslow Foundation poorhouse. Extract from F. V. E. Palmcrantz’ map of Lund printed 1878, adapted by Martin Hansson.



The concentration of social institutions in a specific area, often outside the city limits, also existed. In Gothenburg, Sweden’s second-largest city, a two-storey timber poorhouse for about 150 inmates was built in 1767 at Stampen, 700 metres east of the moat that surrounded the city. Here the poor formed their own parish with a church and cemetery. A few years earlier, in 1759, an orphanage and school for poor children had been established in Stampen, but a little closer to the town. A description of the poorhouse from 1787 mentions 151 inmates, 115 women and 36 men. It was run by a staff of four. The inmates lived in fourteen rooms of varying sizes. While some rooms were for one person, others could be shared by more than twenty people, in a mix of men and women (Andersson 1996: 341–4, 362–3). As in Lund, the social institutions were clustered, in this case outside the city, which to some extent removed the problem of seeing poverty on the streets of the city.

Conclusion

Poorhouses can be a starting point for analysing the living conditions of the poor in the past. If the material culture survives, archaeology can provide important insights into attitudes towards the poor. The location and architecture of the poorhouses varied greatly. Some were located outside villages and towns in an attempt to remove the poor from the central parts of towns and society, as the cases of Göteborg and Sösdala show. In other cases, the poorhouse was built centrally as an obvious and somewhat extravagant structure that stood out from the usual building culture. This can be seen in Harlösa and Norra Mellby as well as in Lund. As in other parts of the world, poorhouses could sometimes be distinguished by their architecture (Huey 2001), but they could also resemble ordinary farm buildings. With a strong patron, either a lord or the parish/town council, poorhouses could be given a prominent and highly visible location where they would be noticed by both the local community and those passing by. In Harlösa, the lord of the manor gave his poorhouse the same prominent position that a manor house often had in relation to the church in the Middle Ages (Hansson 2006). The poorhouse helped to underline the local patriarchal dominance – the lord of the manor took care of his people from the cradle to the grave. The poorhouse was thus not only made for the poor, even if they were the ones who directly benefited from it, but it also commemorated its instigator and financier, either an individual or a collective such as a parish or a town. The poorhouse materialized that people in the parish or town were good Christians who cared for the poor. At the same time, it was a bit of an exaggeration, as most poorhouses had no staff. An impressive school and poorhouse like the one in Norra Mellby probably contributed to the self-esteem of the parishioners (cf. Baugher 2009: 9). As the examples of Norra Mellby, Lund and Gothenburg show, the poorhouse was also part of the embryo of the modern welfare state, in which several social institutions were concentrated. In a large city like Gothenburg, this even led to the creation of a separate parish for the poor, destitute and sick in Stampen.

Poorhouses varied greatly in appearance, depending on context, time and prevailing attitudes towards the poor. While some poorhouses were simple houses for one or two families living on alms, others were large complexes where the poor could live in large halls, ten to twenty people, in mixed households. The living conditions for the poor in Stampen in Gothenburg were probably quite different from those in Sösdala. In Göteborg the rooms were rather cramped, but there was staff to help the poor, while in Sösdala the poor were left to their own devices, but perhaps less bound by daily regulations. The variability in the poorhouses was therefore immense (Baugher 2009: 12). More research on the topic is needed, but poorhouses can be an excellent source for studying poverty in the past.
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CHAPTER 9

MATERIAL DISPARITY AND HOUSEHOLD PRECARITY IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY ICELAND

Douglas Bolender



Early modern Iceland was a society marked by profound economic and social inequalities, rooted in the monopolization of farm properties by a small elite. The concentration of landownership created significant material disparities between affluent landowners and the tenant householders who occupied the majority of Icelandic farms. Many tenant farmers faced severe economic and social precarity, largely due to the insecure nature of their leases.

The nineteenth century brought notable changes as Iceland moved towards economic liberalization and independence from Danish rule. The abolition of trade monopolies produced new circulations of capital and new opportunities for farming householders and agricultural labourers (Júlíusson 2010; Magnússon 1985). While these changes brought increased access to trade goods and material wealth, they were accompanied by increased social and economic precarity for many rural householders (G. Jónsson 1993). The complex and uneven interaction among modernization, liberalization and the rural landscape resulted in the simultaneous growth of both precarity and plenty. These contradictory measures of household wellbeing call for a more complex assessment of the impacts of emerging modernity that account for the experience of household precarity and its potential impact on archaeologist’s abilities to assess material disparities.

This study draws upon historical records, in particular the ábúendatal (list of householder residencies) for Skagafjörður in North Iceland, alongside archaeological data to investigate changes in household stability and economic status during the nineteenth-century transition to modernity. The transient nature of many rural farmers underscores the necessity of a more comprehensive assessment of material disparities that considers the experiences of household precarity.

The rural order in Old Society Iceland

Early modern Iceland under Danish rule is sometimes referred to as the ‘Old Society’ (Róbertsdóttir 2008). The Old Society is generally characterized by economic stagnation and limited foreign trade controlled first by German merchants and later by a Danish trade monopoly that was in effect from 1602 to 1787 (Gunnarsson 1983; Holterman 2018; Júlíusson 2020). The Old Society was almost entirely rural, consisting of small, dispersed farms. During the medieval period, farm properties were monopolized by a small number of private, state, and ecclesiastical landowners and an overwhelming majority of farming households leased land (Lárusson 1967; Júlíusson et al. 2019). Access to productive farmland or sufficient wealth was a prerequisite for marriage and legislation limited the rights of those without access to land. Farm residence was compulsory and farm labourers and other household dependents were largely under the disciplinary control of householders (Gunnlaugsson 1988: 35; G. Jónsson 1993; Vilhelmsson 2020). Labourers had limited mobility, long work days, and low wages, which often amounted to little more than room, board, and essential items like clothing (Karlsson 2000: 253).

People in the Old Society can be roughly grouped into four classes: elite landlords, merchants and administrative officials; freehold and tenant householders; farm labourers; and vagrants or paupers (Gunnlaugsson 1988). These classes were not fixed and individuals could, and frequently did, cycle between labourer and householder statuses. Most tenant farmers began their adult lives as labourers and many returned to labourer status when farms failed or leases expired (Guttormsson 2017: 128). Some remained heads of farming households throughout their lives but others became dependents in the households of relatives or paupers as they reached old age or experienced other hardships (Gunnlaugsson and Guttormsson 1994).

The overall social order and rural landscape of Old Society Iceland was very stable. Many farms existed in the same location since they were established during the original Viking Age settlement of the island (Steinberg, Bolender and Damiata 2016); however, the life experiences of tenant farmers and agricultural labourers who made up the bulk of the society were often characterized by instability and precarity. Farm leases were generally negotiated on an annual basis and householders and farm labourers moved frequently from farm to farm, often paying exploitative rents (Júlíusson 1988). Few tenant householders had the opportunity to amass the wealth necessary to buy land, even if such land was available to purchase. Householders who lost access to farmland usually returned to labourer status, and since employers had no obligation to support labourer families, this could potentially result in not just the loss of rights but also the separation from family (D. J. Bolender and Johnson 2018; Gunnlaugsson 1988; Mágnusson 2010).

Throughout the nineteenth century, Iceland took steps toward home rule and economic independence. The Icelandic National Assembly (Alþingi) was re-established in 1843 and a new constitution was adopted in 1874. However, many of the restrictive elements of the Old Society continued. Representative citizenship was largely limited to wealthy merchants and male heads of farming households and legislation reflected the interests of these groups (Karlsson 2000: 261–2). In particular, politically empowered farming householders needed a ready source of inexpensive farm labour, which may explain why the drive for political and economic liberalization did not result in major land reforms or limitations on compulsory farm labour.

Liberalization, independence, and modernization were a slow and uneven process. For most of the nineteenth century, Iceland remained an almost entirely rural society with only limited changes in the organization of the rural countryside and innovation in farming practice (J. Jónsson and Dýrmundsson 2000). At the same time, modernization led to a growing population and increased farm production, especially sheep for foreign markets (Júlíusson 2020), which strained limited agricultural resources and the prospects for new generations of farmers and conditions for many householders and farm labourers deteriorated as the century progressed (G. Jónsson 1981, 1993).

Material disparities in Old Society Iceland and the transition to modernity

Land ownership was probably the single greatest material disparity in Old Society Iceland with the near-universal monopolization of farm properties by a small number of private, ecclesiastical, and state landowners. It was not until well into the twentieth century that the majority of farming householders owned their own land (G. Jónsson 1993). Archaeological investigations of the early modern period have been biased toward elite sites but material disparities between elite and tenant households appear to be wide. Ceramics (primarily from Denmark and Germany but as far afield as China), textiles, clay pipes and the implied consumption of tobacco, window and bottle glass, elaborate buttons and beads, glazed ceramic floor tiles and stoves are found in assemblages from elite sites. Tenant farms have fewer and a more limited range of imported goods, although the paucity of comparable assemblages from more typical tenant households makes characterizing the degree and nature of these material disparities difficult, as does the absence of various classes of material goods from tenant sites (see Bolender, Johnson and Bello 2020 for summary of early modern material assemblages). The quantity and range of imported material goods increased steadily through the eighteenth century, but their distribution across the rural landscape remained highly uneven reflecting differences in the economic status of householders and choices in consumption associated with emerging modernity (Lucas 2010).

The end of the Danish Trade Monopoly in 1787 marked a major step in the liberalization of the Icelandic economy (Gunnarsson 1983). Economic expansion accelerated with the lifting of the last trade restrictions in 1855 and increased Icelanders’ access to commercial markets and imported goods (Júlíusson 2020). Probate inventories and archaeological assemblages both reveal a widespread increase in durable imported goods in Icelandic households around the mid-century (Bolender, Johnson and Bello 2020; J. O. Jónsson 2021; Lucas 2007; Maxwell 2021). With the incorporation of new imported material goods came new consumption practices, such as the rising popularity of coffee, as well as new household expenses and routines (Maxwell and Lucas 2021).

The limited archaeological studies of eighteenth- to nineteenth-century farm assemblages are inconsistent when it comes to disparity among non-elite households. In one comparative study, Jakob Orri Jónsson (2022) found that early modern farms had assemblages of imported goods similar to comparable continental sites. In contrast, regional investigations in Skagafjörður suggest that low-value farms and tenant households had fewer durable imported goods compared to high-value and owner-occupied farms. These disparities persisted throughout the nineteenth century even as the overall number of goods increased (Bolender, Johnson and Bellow 2020). Hornbrekka, in northeast Skagafjörður, is one of the few low-value farms with a large, excavated assemblage representing the eighteenth–twentieth centuries. In 1876, the resident householders were among the 1,190 Icelanders who emigrated to Canada and the farm was permanently abandoned in 1937 (Edwald 2012; Jónsson and Magnússon 1997: 144). Consistent with the pattern from other sites, durable imported goods increase in the assemblage after the mid-century and again with the first owner-occupier household in 1881. Nonetheless, it is difficult to assess the trend at Hornbrekka due to the lack of comparable collections from a range of contemporary sites.

The remarkable stability of the Icelandic rural countryside, and especially the spatial stability of farms makes it possible to compare and track changes in material assemblages over millennial time scales for specific properties. However, this continuity of place is not matched by continuity in the household occupants, who moved frequently often replacing one household with an entirely unrelated household (Bolender and Johnson 2018). Interpreting material disparities among farming households, both synchronically and through the transition to modernity, requires a better understanding of the varying circumstances of farming households as they moved through the rural landscape, often residing at a farm for only a single year.

Exploring household disparity in nineteenth-century Iceland

Iceland has a relative abundance of historical records to evaluate the diversity of experience among early modern farming households. The Danish government commissioned systematic land registers in 1687 and 1695 (Lárusson 1967) and a detailed inventory of farm properties between 1703 and 1714 (Á. Magnússon and Vídalín 1930). A national census was conducted in 1703 (Manntal á Íslandi 1924–47). Through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, censuses become more frequent as do sources on trade, land ownership, farm production, household composition and economics, and the general organization of rural culture. Economic historians have used these sources to produce regional snapshots of rural life (e.g. Gunnlaugsson 1988; Teitsson 1973) and practitioners of the developing school of Icelandic microhistory have delved into myriad archive and archaeological sources to produce detailed life histories pictures of individuals (e.g. Hallgrímsdóttir 2019; S. G. Magnússon 2011). New database initiatives are making it possible to track individual householders and examine changing patterns in household stability and precarity through the transition to modernity (e.g. the Sögulegt manna- og bæjatal run by Pétur Húni Björnsson).

The data on rural households discussed here are derived primarily from a digital version of the ábúendatal (list of householder residencies) for the region of Skagafjörður in North Iceland, which includes a nearly complete list of all household residencies from 1782 through the end of the twentieth century (Pálsson 1999–2021; Sigurðsson and Ólafsson 1949). In published form, the ábúendatal is a list of heads of household and residency dates for each farm in the region. One benefit of this organizational form is that it is relatively easy to integrate into database structures and relate household residencies to farm valuation and productivity information (see Bolender and Johnson 2018). Organized by farm, the ábúendatal does not directly track the sequence of individual householder’s residencies and movements. However, entries often include notes indicating a householder death, if the household moved to another farm, or fell back into the status of farm labourer. Using these and other biographical sources (e.g. Sigurðsson et al. 1981–99), it is possible to create database records for householders that track individuals as they move between farms. The result is rudimentary life histories for all heads of farming households for the Skagafjörður region spanning the nineteenth century, including the sequence of moves from farm to farm and duration of each farm residency. To capture the transition to the twentieth century, the following analyses are based on households that began farming between 1782 and 1940.

The resulting dataset is extensive. It includes 12,645 household residencies, for 9,230 individual householders, at 575 farms. The overwhelming majority of householders were married couples but some households were headed by individuals – primarily widows and widowers but also unmarried men and, occasionally, unmarried women. Average duration of household residency at a farm was 6.9 years, but half of all residencies were 3 years or less and a quarter were for a single year. Household residency durations have clear temporal trends. Averaging around 8 years in the early nineteenth century, they begin to drop in the 1830s to about 6 years, where they remain through the end of the century. Around 1900 average household residency duration begin to rise and eventually settles at around 15 years in the relative stability of the post-war twentieth century.

Short household residencies are associated with frequent moves over the course of a householder’s lifetime. The average householder headed a farming household for 19.3 years (median 16 years) and moved farms 2.5 times (median 2 times).1 These averages obscure a diversity of householder experiences ranging from single, brief moments of householding before returning to the world of compulsory farm labour, enduring occupations of a single farm for most of an adult lifetime, or life histories characterized by frequent moves and disruptions in householding. In most cases, a disruption in householding meant that the householder, and householder’s family, returned to the status of farm labourer, often at separate residences, before regaining possession of a farm. At one extreme, Sveinn Guðmundsson (b. 1815) and Margrét Bjarnadóttir (b. 1812) moved farms thirteen times in thirty-two years of householding with four different disruptions totalling seven years over the course of their lifetimes. Many people spent a short period heading a household: a quarter spent a total of six years or less householding during their lifetime. These short and disrupted households were defined by a high degree of economic and social precarity.

The temporal trend seen in average residency durations is mirrored in the life histories of householders. The total householding years for householders who began their first household in a given year declined in the 1830s and did not recover until the end of the century (Figure 9.1). In short, beginning around 1830, householders moved more often and were more likely to lose their status than previously indicating an overall increase in householder precarity. It is not until the early twentieth century that this situation began to improve when a rise in the number of owner-occupier households is associated with more stable farming households (G. Jónsson 1993).
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Figure 9.1    Average household residency duration and total count of householding years for all householders between 1782 and 1940.



The rise in household precarity was not universal; it was primarily driven by an increase in the number of short-term householders. This disparity is most evident in disaggregating the average total householding years to focus on the least and most successful farming householders (lower quartile: six or fewer total householding years; upper quartile: thirty or more total householding years). The number of upper quartile householders who began householding in any given year fluctuates but overall is relatively flat, with a rise beginning in the early twentieth century (Figure 9.2). Despite growing wealth and liberalization, the nineteenth century sees little increase in the number of stable, long-term farming households. On the other hand, the number of short-term householders shows an increase around 1830 and then rises again around 1860. It is this increased number of short-term households that structures the overall pattern of declining residency duration in the second half of the nineteenth century and a rise in the absolute number of precarious households. The transition to modernity was marked by a growing disparity in the character and precarity of farming households.

The increase in precarious households is associated with the overall growth of the Icelandic population. Population and access to farmland were closely linked. High populations limited access to farms for younger generations and hence delayed family formation. Demographic affronts resulting from disease or famine – both recurrent phenomena in medieval and early modern Iceland – also made farmland more available, which allowed for individuals to marry and start families at a younger age with a consequent increase in population (Gunnarsson 1980). The thermostatic relationship between land availability and fertility, along with high infant mortality rates, likely resulted in an upper limit for much of Iceland’s history. In 1801, Skagafjörður had a population of 3,146, not very different to the population in 1703 of 3,117 (Jónsson and Mágnusson 1997).
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Figure 9.2    Count of householders beginning in each year representing the lower (1st) and upper (4th) quartiles of total householding years.



Starting in the nineteenth century, the population began to rise throughout Iceland due to an overall improvement in health, reduced infant mortality, and changes in social and legal restrictions on children born to non-married parents (Gunnarsson 1980; Guttormsson and Garðarsdóttir 2002; Vasey 1996). By 1901, the Skagafjörður population had climbed to 4,445 (Jónsson and Magnússon 1997), roughly 40% higher than in 1801. Population growth created increased pressure on the limited farmland for household formation. Farming households increased as did the number of occupied farms (Figure 9.3). Beginning in the 1870s, emigration to North America and urban development provided some relief to the growing rural population (Arngrímsson 2000; M. S. Magnússon 1985) but land pressure and rural precarity remained high through the end of the nineteenth century even as towns offered alternatives for insecure farmers and farm labourers. Since effectively all productive land was already in use, new farms had to be subdivided from existing farm properties and were generally situated on marginal land and relatively unproductive (G. Jónsson 1993). The most precarious and short-lived households disproportionately resided at these marginal, lower-value farms. There is a significant difference between the lower (M = 23.85, SD = 16.01) and upper quartile (M = 27.47, SD = 13.55) householders defined by their total householding years and average value of the farms they occupied (t(2037) = −5.57, p < 0.00).2
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Figure 9.3    Rural and urban (Sauðárkrókur and Hofsós) population in Skagafjörður, total farming households and occupied farms in Skagafjörður, between 1782 and 1940 (rural population before 1910 interpolated between national censuses).



Material disparity, household precarity and the transition to modernity

One of the most significant challenges to any archaeological program investigating the intersection of material and social disparity is mobility and instability in the population. Household mobility and precarity are hardly unique features of the Icelandic past (Johnson and Bolender 2019). Nor is it novel to suggest that archaeologists need to scrutinize the relationship between material assemblages and the social entities that produced them. What I hope to have demonstrated here is that household precarity is another type of disparity with which archaeologists must grapple. One that may be both a result of and cause of material disparities among households and in the assemblages they produced.

With the current data available, the relative degree to which the most precarious and stable households participated in the overall rise in market exchange and material consumption through the nineteenth century is an open question. While likely associated with material disparity, especially in the kind of durable imported items that archaeologists are most likely to recover and analyse, the archaeological signature of precarity is compounded by its own representational disparity. Short-lived and mobile, the residencies of the most precarious households may be the least visible in the archaeological record. The deposition associated with their relatively short-lived residencies is likely to represent less of the cumulative material than more stable households, even if they consumed at the same rates. This is true at individual sites as well as when looking at the rural landscape in aggregate. Even when the absolute number of precarious householders rose in the nineteenth century, they represent far less of the cumulative householding years than the most stable householders: approximately 1/12th of the total years of residencies when comparing the least and most stable farming households. Any disparities in consumption that characterized precarious households may be largely invisible against the growing consumption of the more stable householders. A corollary problem is characterizing the material disparities that marked farm labourers who, on average, moved more frequently than householders, had far less access to income and markets, and may have been less likely to purchase the kinds of durable housewares that are mostly likely to survive in archaeological assemblages. These problems are compounded by the fact that the material contributions labourers made to the archaeological record are homogenized with the overall deposition of their resident household (Bolender and Johnson 2018).

One strategy for exploring the relationship between household precarity and material disparities is for more, and in particular comparative, archaeological and archival investigations of rural life in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The analysis of archival records to identify disparities among households, such as those explored in this paper, can potentially be used to identify farms that were primarily occupied by more stable or precarious householders. By targeting these sites for investigation – especially the most marginal farms that were occupied for a short period in the nineteenth century – the material disparities that may have existed between households can be examined even when the assemblages associated with individual households cannot be directly identified. Probates and trade ledgers can be leveraged to complement archaeological studies and expose biases in material assemblages (e.g. Maxwell 2021, Holterman 2018; Júlíusson 2020). However, exploring household precarity may also require that archaeologists embrace the interpretative value of material absences in the archaeological record that result from disparities in status and may render many householders largely invisible (Bolender, Johnson and Bello 2020). For the most precarious households, material disparities may be best identified in their absences.
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Notes

1.The statistics on householder histories presented here are based on the 3944 unique male heads of household from 1782–1940. Tracking only one householder avoids the problem of double-counting dual-head households (the majority of all households). The choice to focus on male versus female household heads is based on the structure of the ábúendatal data. In published form, the date ranges for farm residencies preferentially represent men, a bias toward male household heads that is common in Icelandic historical data. If a woman died or left a marriage before the male head of household, the residency date range represents the male householder. If a male householder died, and his widow stayed on at the farm, the ábúendatal records the continued female-headed household as a new residency at the same farm, with its own dates. Exploring the gendered dynamics of male and female householders is an important topic that requires additional data structuring and analysis.

2.Farm values are in hundreds, a traditional unit of value in Iceland (see Lárusson 1967 for a discussion of traditional farm valuation).
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CHAPTER 10

URBAN BUILDINGS, POVERTY AND MARGINALITY IN THE SWEDISH EARLY MODERN PERIOD

Göran Tagesson



The cottage from Backegatan 30 on the outskirts of the town of Vadstena in Sweden is a very small house. Through recent building archaeological analysis and dendrochronological investigations, it appears that the timber for the cabin was felled in the winter of 1730/31. We know that it was later owned by a dismissed house servant, Nils Wetterstrand, and during his time another small cottage came to be built. Both cabins seem to meet all our modern expectations of very modest living conditions; a marginalized place in the town and society, and poor living conditions (Tagesson et al., manuscript, Rapport 13).

But were Nils Wetterstrand and his family ‘poor’? They were definitely not wealthy and belonged to a social group far down the scale. But at the same time, Wetterstrand was not defined among his contemporaries as deserving or undeserving poor, or in need of help. The family was able to support themselves and had the opportunity to build a house and their own residence, although on very little means.

Building remains of this type are a rare feature in our cities today. The discussion about preserving the city’s cultural heritage has involved representative buildings to a greater degree, which could be used as museums or could be rebuilt as residences with modern standards. In the rare cases when the smallest houses have been preserved, this can be regarded as an exception. Wetterstrand’s house meets all the criteria for representing the Poor Sweden (Sw. Fattig-Sverige) that the modernity project of the twentieth century aimed to eradicate and replace with decent housing. Examples of the smallest and worst housing have only been possible to preserve in isolated cases, or alternatively have become the object of unabashed nostalgia.

The focus of this article is these smallest houses, accommodation for the poor and less well-off from some Swedish early modern towns, both as source material and as cultural heritage. Questions concern how the study of houses can be deepened through a closer integration between the physical cultural heritage and historical source material, but also how the lives and housing conditions of the poor changed during a period of sweeping changes in housing construction and in the way of living together during the eighteenth century (Figure 10.1).

Poverty, inequality and subordination in an early capitalistic society

The society that forms the setting of Wetterstrand’s simple house was a fundamentally hierarchical, and unequal society. The concept of poverty is complex and contains a number of different interacting structures. Hierarchies and inequality were reflected in economic terms of affluence and poverty, as well as differences in income, wealth and property. Social status varied based on rank and descent, titles and professions, while other hierarchies sorted people more from an administrative and legal point of view according to their function in society, for example in terms of leading or subordinate positions. Finally, hierarchies existed within the family and the household, with differences between men and women, and between married and unmarried (Stadin 2004; Laitinen 2017: 13–15). Hierarchies take many forms and we need to be careful what form we are talking about when linking it to poverty.


[image: ]

Figure 10.1    The small cottages from Backegatan 28–30 in their present location in Vadstena. The houses were moved and preserved in the 1950s and recently maintained. Photo: Linda Qviström, Uppsala University.



However, the eighteenth century is also a time of transformation, with an emerging industrial society, where all inhabitants are involved in a dawning capitalist system, which gradually leads to an ever greater abundance of material assets. The increased quantities of goods are distinct indications of the possibilities for consumption, representing materializations of new ways of living. With the increasing range of goods, the differences between those who have and those who do not also increase (Magnusson 2002: 215–37; Johnson 1996; Nordin 2020; Deetz 1977/96; Borsay 1989).

The change is also evident in the way housing is built and set up. Buildings can be clearly assessed in terms of hierarchies and wealth/poverty; the construction of buildings has long been one of the most important ways to display and construct hierarchies. In the 1680s, for example, the buildings of the military personnel were systematically codified; rooms and layout were directly related to military rank (Andreasson this volume). During the eighteenth century, new modern floor plans were established for the buildings of the urban elite, with a greater number of rooms. There were specific rooms designated for festivities, sleeping, food preparation, meals, studying and socializing. The layout of housing became increasingly complex, with exterior and interior vestibules, with more doors that could be opened and closed, with locks and keys limiting and enabling access. This new type of housing also shaped ideals of homeliness and domesticity, the home as an ideal, a place of integrity and privacy. For those who lacked prospects of realizing these new dreams, this deficiency appeared all the more clearly (Tagesson 2016: 162–201; Lindström and Tagesson 2025; Karskens 2011; Green 2010).

Alongside the new way of building, the manner of living together also changed. The composition of households became more complex, with an increasing number of households but with fewer household members. It became more common to rent one’s home; even less well-off people could rent a room for themselves or accommodation as boarders. Several of the new houses were built as rental housing, with demarcated and defined rooms or apartments. In other cases, older houses were rebuilt to accommodate several separate rooms and apartments, sort of tenement houses. The majority of those who rented their homes worked for wages, under more or less stable conditions (Lindström and Tagesson 2025; McEwan and Sharpe 2011; Nevell 2011: 594–606).

These various interacting factors can be characterized as a culture of separation and differentiation (Rosén 2004). Smaller households and small demarcated dwellings meant that the less well-off could have a place of their own, but this also implied increased vulnerability and risk of poverty. The new subsistence strategies that took shape in the eighteenth century increased vulnerability in relation to poverty, while the social security remained substandard (Sharpe and McEwan 2011).

Several important points can be noted here. Firstly, recent research shows that the tendencies towards small households and small delimited accommodation developed even in the early modern period. Previously, such a development was described as resulting from the industrialization in middle of the nineteenth century and onwards, but this can thus be seen to have started a century earlier. Secondly, a culture of differentiation and a clearer materialization of social relations meant that the difference between rich and poor became increasingly visible. Thirdly, when there is a clearer distinction between poor and rich individuals and households the problems are perceived and discussed by the elite; the poor are defined, problematized and documented in more explicit ways (Ross 2001; Green 2011: 69–101). Fourth, aspects of poverty and marginalization are processes that take place in and form spatial structures, possible to study.

Finding and understanding poverty

The understanding of poverty is a well-known theme in historical and culture history research. In Sweden, it has mainly been studied in connection with the transformation of agriculture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with land reforms, population growth and proletarization in the countryside. The number of landless peasants (Sw. obesuttna) increased, and the number of small crofts and cabins (Sw. backstugor), on non-freehold property increased greatly (Gadd 2000; Nilsson, Hansson and Svensson 2020).

The high degree of inequality has recently been studied at a macro level by applying extensive new statistical material from eighteenth-century tax rolls, together with estimates of wealth from probate inventories. Studies have recently shown that Sweden, and not least Stockholm, had at least as severe economic inequality as corresponding European cities (Bengtsson et al. 2018: 772–9; Bengtsson, Olsson and Svensson 2022: 157–80; see also Bengtsson in this volume). Results that are particularly interesting in this context reveal that a high degree of inequality occurred a hundred years before the Industrial Revolution. These tendencies correspond well with changes in the composition of households and thus the new types of housing, as discussed above.

Recently, the project De obesuttnas arkeologi (The archaeology of the underprivileged) has drawn attention to rural remains of crofts and cabins (Sw. backstugor) and their cultural landscape. Here, the Swedish Historic Environment Act’s new chronological limit of 1850 for the protection of cultural remains has provided new conditions for conservation and research. Archaeological investigations of crofts and other agrarian marginalized environments have increased significantly during the last 25 years (e.g. Welinder 2007; Johansson and Lindholm 2007; Svensson 2007: 135–52; Nilsson, Hansson and Svensson 2020; Nordin, Fernstål and Hyltén-Cavallius 2021; Nordin 2022).

Approaches in archaeological research on urban poverty have been weaker. From an international perspective, investigations of slum areas of towns have been in focus, especially from the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century (Mayne and Murray 2001; Orser 2011: 533–43; McGuire and Paynter 1991; Symonds 2011). This kind of analysis of urban contexts is less common in Sweden. An exception is eastern Jönköping, where one-room dwellings dating from the nineteenth century have been detected at archaeological excavations, along with indications of proletarization such as the deterioration of areas turning into slums. Researchers have been able to show how these areas have undergone cyclical changes of growth and decline (Pettersson 2014: 433–46).

Through the broad impact of the contextual archaeological methodology since the 1990s, we have an excellent tool for a type of micro-study. The consequences of this enables us to study individual houses and plots based on their specific history. In combination with refined dating methods, this also facilitates the study of changes at house and plot level. This methodology can, moreover, be advantageously used for standing buildings. It may be combined with tree-ring analysis and dendrochronological sampling and dating, which should be carried out together with specialists. Underground building archaeology can provide long chronological sequences, in a best-case scenario ranging from the construction of the building to the present day. Standing buildings, on the other hand, enable analyses of three-dimensional spatiality (Lindström and Tagesson 2023: 30–49; Lindström and Tagesson 2025).

In the research project HASP – Houses and Social Practice 1600–1850, these possibilities are realized by combining archaeological analysis with information about the houses’ builders, owners and the residents. Here, the Swedish eighteenth century offers an excellent opportunity for detailed studies, thanks to preserved buildings and written source material that has become increasingly available. In addition, archaeological documentation of building remains below ground has been carried out to a greater extent over the last decades. Overall, this opens up for studying the total history of the individual plots and houses, with their periods of construction, use, rebuilding and refurbishing, reuse, and finally destruction; defined as the life-course of a building.

Within the project, we work with the concept of morphology, which in addition to the layout of the houses also includes the complexity of the house in the form of extensions and rebuilding, but also building materials and building methods. By integrating the disciplines of archaeology and history, we have been able to study the changes in the composition of households and the morphology of the houses. The high level of detail of the source material has made it possible to apply a micro-historical perspective to the individual plots and the life-course of the households, summarized as their biography (Lindström and Tagesson 2023; Lindström and Tagesson 2025).

With the help of this package of methods, there are new prospects for discovering and problematizing a range of different phenomena. We obtain tools to detect variations in the built environment and different types of housing and apartments, but we can also distinguish a combination of a long line of individuals with different life-courses. In the following, some examples of how this can be used to problematize different aspects of poverty and marginalization are discussed.

Living in the urban margins

A first important aspect of the analysis of houses and households in the urban space is that a spatial hierarchization was both clearly visible and at the same time sought after. In Kalmar, the town was moved from a previous location by the castle and the new town was constructed on the nearby island of Kvarnholmen. Studies of the urban plan of the new town reveal a symmetrical grid plan, with a clear distribution of equal-sized plots in the southern parts, while smaller plots were laid out in the northern and eastern parts. The new settlement from the 1650s onwards, with stone houses and larger wooden houses in the southern parts, and smaller and simpler wooden houses in the northern part, demonstrates that a hierarchization and residential segregation was planned and desired from the very beginning. A suburb, Malmen, was also planned just beyond the fortification walls and bastions surrounding the town island. Studies of the socio-economic conditions of the households confirm this picture (Nilzén 1984; Tagesson 2016).

Similar hierarchically planned urban spaces can be found in Jönköping, with an evident separation between Swedish merchants, gunsmiths, German weavers and less well-off Swedish townspeople. In Linköping, there is a clear distribution of a certain type of elite houses in the central parts of the town (Lindström and Tagesson 2025). Overall, not only does this reflect the hierarchical social order, we also see a marginalization and distinct separation of function of space, a materialization of the social order.

In towns with newly laid out town plans as well as in towns with older urban spaces, where settlement was becoming denser, an alternative expansion outside of the planned urban settlement was also taking place. In Kalmar, there are traces of buildings and plots even in the old town, which was outside the planned area of the town after the late seventeenth century. During the eighteenth century, unregulated buildings were also constructed on the fortified land of the town; this has been possible to substantiate through recent archaeological investigations. Later in the nineteenth century, these irregular plots on the ramparts were documented on maps (Tagesson and Konsmar 2022).

In Vadstena, we can trace a similar marginal settlement on the outskirts of the town, on the site of the late medieval moat and paling of the town. The medieval and early modern urban development was concentrated around the street Storgatan in the northern part, while large areas of the southern parts were undeveloped garden plots, which were only slowly built up during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As early as on the 1705 map, one of the plots contained eight boatmen’s cottages; these were small houses with just one room. On the neighbouring plot, the initially mentioned cottages were constructed in the 1730s and 1790s. These plots, next to the town boundary and on the former medieval fortification land, most likely appeared to be even more marginalized since large parts of the surrounding area consisted of garden plots without buildings (Söderström 2000: 549, 557, 590–1; Tagesson et al., manuscript, Rapport 13).

Nonetheless, tendencies towards separation and marginalization are also present on the individual plots and in the houses. As outlined above, the houses gradually changed in terms of more complex floor plans. On Hunnebergsgatan in Linköping, we can follow this process towards increasing complexity in houses built for shared living. The street houses at no. 5–7 had several one-room apartments on two floors, but even in the yard, there were additional houses with small apartments comprising one or two rooms. The smallest of these residential units are c. 8 metres squared. These can be compared with detailed written information about the presence of an increasing number of small households on the plots, comprising both singles and 2–4 persons, sometimes even more persons living together (Lindström 2020). A common characteristic of these 1–2 room homes is that they have their own entrances from the yard or via stairs and galleries. The preserved houses facing the street have been dated to the 1780s, when the plots were bought by new owners. In the case of Hunnebergsgatan 5, the ownership was divided between two owner families after a short time, both of which had tenants. The houses in the yards were added partly in the 1750s, partly in the early nineteenth century, and show that the expansion of housing was a long drawn-out process during the period (Tagesson, Hallgren, Lindström, 2020, Rapport 1; Lindström and Tagesson 2025).

Findings corresponding to this were found in the very detailed archaeological investigations in Kalmar, dating from the construction of the new town in the 1650s and onwards. On the surveyed plots, it is possible to determine a gradual expansion of the entire plot; residential buildings faced the street but additional buildings were also constructed in the yard. Here, the general picture is that the supplementary houses were added secondarily during the course of the eighteenth century. Overall, these investigations show that the successive population increase could be managed by means of densification of housing when apartment buildings and supplementary residential buildings were constructed on the plots (Tagesson 2016: 183; Lindström and Tagesson 2025).

In these case studies, we can follow in detail the change during the eighteenth century towards more and more residents renting their homes. It did not automatically lead to poverty, of course; even many relatively wealthy people chose to rent their homes. We see parallel signs of the construction of housing with well-equipped rooms and apartments for the more well-off. The number of households registered in the written sources varied during the life-course of the houses and plots. These can be analysed in relation to reconstructions of housing units in the individual houses.

It must be emphasized that we cannot precisely determine where the individual households and families lived on the plots or in the houses. Accordingly, we cannot reliably identify households or individuals who had to share a housing unit. Nevertheless, the analysis shows that the households of a house would generally have lived in a small housing unit each. This means that almost everyone during the period was able to close the door to their own accommodation. Most likely, this should not be understood as an application of the concept of privacy, but perhaps instead that the housing density still made separate housing possible, and that this was probably perceived as desirable (Lindström and Tagesson 2025; Lindström and Tagesson 2022: 141–61).

However, the results from our case studies are partially contradicted by information about dependents who lived in other people’s houses, but who lacked the ability to pay rent (Sw. inhyseshjon), during the eighteenth century (Grandin, in print). Later, during the nineteenth century, there are more distinct indications that households had to share housing with each other; the proportion of residents increased, with overcrowding becoming a major problem. Moreover, from the middle of the nineteenth century, we have concrete evidence of substandard accommodation in outhouses and barns (Tagesson, Hallgren and Linderson, 2020, Rapport 7: 68–77; cf. Walker, Beaudry and diZerega Wall 2011: 633). During the nineteenth century, lack of sanitation was an issue that attracted attention (Walker, Beaudry and diZerega Wall 2011: 633).

Further studies indicate that the proportion of homeless people in Stockholm was fairly low during the eighteenth century, but increased during the first half of the nineteenth century (Osvalds 2021). In international research, it has been pointed out that the cost of rented housing became an increasingly large proportion of household expenses, which made households vulnerable in situations of crisis (Boulton 2011). In general, there was an increased differentiation between house-owners and tenants; a greater number of house-owners did not live in the house or in the district (Orser 2011: 533–43). It remains to be investigated whether these assumptions are also valid for Sweden.

The detailed surveys clearly show different housing structures: people could own their homes, they could be tenants or they might be dependents accommodated in somebody else’s home. Through detailed household reconstructions, a clear pattern of different residence cycles emerges. All groups in the town had a strikingly flexible and mobile life, but variations are noticeable. To a large extent, those who did not own their home moved frequently, in many cases every year. This phenomenon has also been noticed in international research, in English contexts formulated as a floating population (McEwan 2011).

Materiality of poverty and marginality

Construction methods, building materials and construction technology are additional parameters that can be studied with the presented methodology. In earlier discussions about the miserable condition of the building stock during the early twentieth century, the substandard quality of the housing was highlighted. The question is what does this mean in terms of building technology and materials?

The houses that were studied were all built using log timbering technique, a construction method that requires access to pine timber and great craftsmanship. A well-laid foundation is a prerequisite to avoid moisture and rot. In general, the majority of the archaeologically documented houses from the period 1600–1850 were built on well-constructed stone sills. An exception was documented in Linköping, where two residential houses from the 1620s were built directly on the ground, without visible traces of foundation stones, but this is so far an exception (Tagesson 2013).

A timbered wall has a high insulating effect, but requires that the carpenter can seal the timbers tightly together making the wall durable over a longer period of time. The technique assumes that the notches and timbers fit together neatly in the right way to be tightly sealed. The logs are usually insulated with moss or textiles. In the timbered buildings from the seventeenth century and above all the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that we have studied, the timbering is good, with neatly fitting timbers without gaps and with proper corner notches. However, it is important to remember that the houses that have been preserved were indeed those that were built in a satisfactory manner.

At the same time, we can observe a strange phenomenon, where the age of the houses has changed during the period. In many examples from the archaeological documentation of houses dating from the seventeenth century and first half of the eighteenth century, these were only sixty to eighty years old before they were replaced by new buildings. In the case of the twelve examined plots in northern Kalmar, the frequent rebuilding of houses could be explained by poor soil conditions. This block of houses had been constructed in a former bay of the sea that had been filled in, which clearly affected the stability of the ground (Tagesson 2016: 190–3).

But the same phenomenon is also found in other areas of the towns we studied. From written sources, we can note several cases of houses that have been stated to be old and dilapidated even after a short lifetime. In a few of these cases, it has been possible to combine written information with archaeologically dated buildings, where the short duration of the building has been confirmed. Among the elite houses, for example the bishop’s residence and the dean’s residence in Linköping during the seventeenth century, there is clear evidence of a lifespan of 60–80 years even for these larger timbered buildings (Tagesson 2016: 190–3; Tagesson in print; Tagesson, Qviström and Hallgren, manuscript).

Poor technology and unprofessional building methods have surely led to poor living comfort. In contemporary literature, house rot and poor quality have been mentioned, as well as criticism from the elite about the construction workers’ lack of knowledge. In several cases, we have been able to demonstrate deficiencies in the building technology, which meant that even elite buildings had to be rebuilt and renovated after a short time. The question is whether this can be linked to poverty and vulnerability, or whether it should be seen as a more general problem.

From the eighteenth century, on the other hand, there are examples of houses with considerably longer life-courses. These are the houses that are still standing, with an age of 200–300 years so far. But even some of the houses that were in very poor condition during the twentieth century and were demolished can be assumed to have had a significant age. During the eighteenth century, houses began to be provided with further covering such as external panelling and internal clay-lined walls, wallpaper or wooden panelling. The interior of the houses became more lavish, which probably meant that houses were regarded as a greater investment, with increased requirements of quality and comfort. These factors most likely indicate an increased standard of living during the eighteenth century, especially after the middle of the century.

We have a few cases of preserved small houses from the outskirts of the towns, which are interpreted as having been built by and for people on the margins. The initially described houses in Vadstena are two very small houses, built in log timbering technique and with very simple interior design. Nonetheless, the technology and quality of the basic timbered frames of the houses are the same as in the elite houses, and the cabins were provided with secondary panelling, as well as wallpaper inside.

In these buildings, a crucial structural technological difference can be observed between the timber frame of the houses and later extensions and additions. Extensions in the form of vestibules and stairs, and the rebuilding of galleries into rooms, all exhibit substandard technology and construction. At Hunnebergsgatan 5–7, such extensions have formed a secondary and irregular patchwork of various simpler post and plank constructions. The extensions were plausibly built with the aim of providing climate barriers but were probably also a way to create spatial separation in the increasingly crowded plots (Figure 10.2). In the previously open galleries that were later built in, small separate kitchens were set up, presumably a desired improvement, dividing the apartment into different rooms. In one case, an extra staircase was built, which was clearly constructed in an unprofessional way and caused damage and tilting of the timber construction (Figure 10.3). Unfortunately, all these extensions were stripped away during the restoration in the early 1970s (Tagesson, Lindström and Linderson 2020. Rapport 1; Tagesson, Qviström and Hallgren, manuscript).

However, in the case of the small cottages in Vadstena, these small extensions have been preserved. In the house from Backegatan 30 in Vadstena, this has been possible to study in detail. As mentioned above, the timber frame appears to have been built using traditional techniques in the 1730s. On the other hand, the secondarily constructed vestibule and the stairs to the upper floor were built in the 1850s using quite crude building materials. Several of the rafters are secondary and reused. For the upstairs hatch, old repurposed panelled doors have been sawn to fit. The interior of a cupboard has shelves of reused, older doors and floorboards, and walls were papered with a large number of different coloured pieces of wallpaper. Thus, the extension was built with recycled building materials throughout (Tagesson et al., manuscript. Rapport 13).


[image: ]

Figure 10.2    Small additionally attached sheds, vestibules and closets at Hunnebergsgatan 5, Linköping. Photo: Lindell 1945, Archive of Östergötlands museum.



Conclusions

It is hardly the case that poverty and misery do not appear in depictions of older times, but it is rarely problematized or described in any detail. Descriptions of poor people’s Sweden tend to become clichés, a way of emphasizing the differences between then and now. Historical accounts of poverty have great similarities with how the contemporary middle and upper classes viewed and described the living conditions and housing of the poor.


[image: ]

Figure 10.3    Hunnebergsgatan 5, Linköping. A secondary staircase has been inserted to increase spatial separation. This secondary addition has severely damaged the construction of the building. Photo during renovation. Archive of Östergötlands museum.



When we take a close look at the possibilities of analysing poverty and vulnerability from a historical perspective, several aspects emerge. Poverty and vulnerability have many dimensions, and analysis requires a multiple palette of tools. The cultural heritage of the poor and marginalized is conspicuously absent in today’s society and cultural environments. More prominent traces of cultural heritage have been prioritized, while remnants of the poor people’s Sweden were cleaned away in connection with the modernization process during the twentieth century. This means that our image of poverty and vulnerability becomes distorted and diffuse. Even when smaller houses and buildings belonging to marginalized groups were preserved, the traces of deficient construction techniques, overcrowding and poor housing standards have been removed. The wretched additions to the houses on Hunnebergsgatan, as well as many other of the preserved historic buildings, were stripped away when they were renovated and made presentable. Such small houses have become cute and picturesque.

Occasionally, voices are raised for critical archaeology to pay attention to subordinate groups. Increasingly some researchers have come to realize that subordinate groups can and could use material culture to create alternatives to prevailing ideologies. Sometimes archaeology, in particular, is presented as a discipline that can tell history from below, and let vulnerable and marginalized groups speak. Archaeology is contrasted with written source material, which is said to reflect more resourceful groups, a more authoritative perspective (Rosén 2004: 16).

In the project HASP – Houses and Social Practice 1600–1850, we have presented a method that is instead based on the integration of written and archaeological source materials, where the outcome gives a more composite picture. Through an integration of archaeological and historical source material, we believe we can reach a better understanding; different source materials can reinforce each other rather than the other way around. This is a method that instead emphasizes correspondence (Andrén 1998: 162). We have been able to identify several parallel tendencies during the eighteenth century; changes occurred in the function and structure of households, but also in the building culture. Rental housing became more common, either in smaller but separate housing units, or in rental rooms and apartments.

In turn, this method directs the spotlight on an under-researched and invisible cultural heritage, once a representative of the poor people of Sweden; today it is a neglected but important cultural heritage that is a highly valuable source of knowledge. Nevertheless, while locating the homes of the poor, we realize that we are missing the very poorest, those without permanent residence or the homeless. In the future, it is important to try to understand poverty and subordination as a social practice. We need to consider connections between different elements in the form of overcrowding, difficulties in making a living, reduced margins and lack of social safety nets, and how these different factors were linked and reinforced each other.
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CHAPTER 11

URBAN GARDENS IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY TORNIO, FINLAND

Annemari Tranberg and Timo Ylimaunu



Introduction

The town of Tornio was founded by the Swedish Crown on the Tornio River estuary island of Suensaari (Sw. Svensarö) in 1621 (Mäntylä 1971: 19). Previously, the island had economic importance, as one of the most important medieval marketplaces in the north had been located on the island before the urban era (Olaus 2002 (1555); Vahtola 1987: 70; Ylimaunu 2007; Ylimaunu et al. 2014; Ylimaunu et al. 2017). Tornio was a small northern Swedish town, which continued its medieval tradition as a central point in the Tornio Lapland trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Thus, the town continued to be an important communication centre in the north, and due to the Lapland trade, Tornio was one of the wealthiest towns in Sweden during the latter half of the eighteenth century (Mäntylä 1971; 1995: 19–41; Nurmi 2011: 21; Ylimaunu 2007; Ylimaunu et al. 2014). However, everything changed in the early nineteenth as, in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, Finland and so Tornio were separated from Sweden and became a part of the Russian Empire in 1809.

Tornio was built on the western side of Suensaari Island, and the original street plan followed the shape of the riverside. The town had three long streets, and the most important one was Rantakatu (Sw. Strandgatan, Eng. Waterfront Street), which was located between the riverbank and the first row of blocks. The second long street was Keskikatu (Sw. Mellangatan, Eng. Middle Street), and the last one was called Kolmaskatu (Sw. Tredjegatan, Eng. Third Street). The largest plots were beside Rantakatu and Keskikatu and the smallest ones in Kolmaskatu. The highest plot values were on Rantakatu and the second highest on Keskikatu, while the cheapest ones were on Kolmaskatu. The town hall, the school and other main important buildings for the residents were also on Rantakatu. Hence, the wealthiest merchants and a few craftspeople lived in the Rantakatu plots where merchants built two-storey houses during the second half of the eighteenth century. Thus, the administrative and economic centre of the town was overwhelmingly in the Rantakatu area, while the poorest residents lived in the small plots of Kolmaskatu. Therefore, social stratigraphy followed the street plan during the earlier period. However, this changed at the end of the eighteenth century when the town was enlarging from the south end towards the northeast with a contemporary modern grid and planned quarters built on the Island’s eastern riverbank. Merchants, civil officials, and craftspeople moved into the new quarters. The Rantakatu and Keskikatu areas remained part of the old town but started to lose their economic and administrative importance, especially when the town hall relocated to new quarters in the second half of the nineteenth century. Thus, the administrative and socio-economic centre of the town changed with this process (Ylimaunu 2007, 100–2; Teerijoki 2007, 262–4, 275–80). However, plots on Rantakatu remained mainly in the ownership of old merchant and craftspeople families into the nineteenth century.

Enlightenment philosophy and the development of science and health care had their own role in the modernization process and affected urban planning. These ideas were executed in contemporary architectural projects, but also in garden planning. Town gardens are, in fact, one of the most significant features related to modernization (e.g. see Leone 2010 [1984], 70–83), and the same applies in Tornio. The Classicism of the late eighteenth century brought parks and gardens to the cities. The vegetable gardens of rural small towns were influenced by new modern garden models from the late seventeenth century onwards, first joining and then replacing existing garden types. In this chapter, we discuss the evidence of gardens in the town of Tornio and the relationship of garden plant species to issues of wealth and status as key parts of these modernization processes.

Garden history

The seventeenth century was a time of formal gardens in Europe, but the trend gradually shifted toward landscape gardens during the eighteenth century. In the late eighteenth century British landowners commonly pursued naturalistically built environments (Williamson 1999: 255). Even so, for example in Bath, Great Britain, the Circus Garden was formal, although it was built in the 1760s, when gardens tended to become less formal (Currie 2005: 120). In Sweden, Renaissance features influenced townscapes from the mid-seventeenth century on, but its impact remained modest in scale in the Bothnian Gulf region (Lilius, Riska and Hawkins 1985: 9, 15). In Tornio, Classicism started to replace the older features (Renaissance-Baroque) of town planning after the mid-eighteenth century, when the formal grid plan was introduced in the new urban areas (Kostet 1982: 180).

Medieval and early modern European towns typically had small lots with gardens, but Tornio had fields within the town until a relatively late date. In Kokkola, in the southern part of Ostrobothnia, for instance, fields disappear at the end of the seventeenth century (Herva, Ylimaunu and Symonds 2012: 84). Magnus Olausson (1993; Häyrynen 2001: 13) writes that contemporary Swedish gardens were a mixture of formal and English gardens. The hobby of gardening was connected to rising affluence, but also as a form of communication between diverse groups of people (Williamson 1999: 257; Häyrynen 2001: 13). Formal gardens were common in parsonages and manors until the late eighteenth century; thus, meanings of status and prestige were included in the contemporary gardens.

When garden styles were adapted by lower social classes, they became smaller and their elements became simpler (Olausson 1993: 241, 248, 512). Ordinary gardens of parsonages and burghers never absorbed English landscape features. They remained formal with utilitarian segments. The garden fashions of Sweden spread along with the networks of the aristocracy, and the main transmitters of garden culture – including in the Tornio area – were clergymen, burghers, and landlords of the ironworks (Häyrynen 2001).

Garden research

No prior garden archaeology study has been executed in or near Tornio, but in Sweden and in southern Finland the situation is different. (Sillasoo 2002; Viklund 2002; Malek 2013). The earlier gardens have been studied by historians and archaeologists, and recently also by macrofossil researchers. The macrofossil data of Tornio represents activity areas in town lots, dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

The lot at Keskikatu 29–35 in Tornio was excavated in 2002 and 2008 (Herva 2002; Ylimaunu 2015). The excavated site covered two lots owned by the burgher and tailor Olof Brynielsson and the burgher and alderman Samuel Kiempe. All the sampled macrofossils from Kiempe’s lot represent remains from the seventeenth-century household and its yard. Olof Brynielsson owned the other investigated household of Keskikatu 29–35 during the late seventeenth century and in the early eighteenth (Tamelander 1941: 34–5, 61). During the summer of 2010, a lot in Tornio at Keskikatu 12 was excavated (Hyttinen, 2011) and yielded samples representing three lots and the sampled deposits indicated compost heaps, ditches and building remains. The lots have been associated with the households of Johan Wiipo from the late seventeenth century, Anders Murberg of the first half of the eighteenth century and Carl Wiipo of the latter half of the eighteenth century. Macrofossil research tends to represent the most common remains. Therefore, it is difficult to find rare garden indicators overall. Built garden structures or the plan of a garden documented in a map and contemporary documentation, such as travellers’ books (Outhier, 1975), may be the only garden indicators. To explore the processes of garden culture, it is crucial to include town maps and fire insurance records in the discussion.

Maps were made for several reasons and therefore describe distinctive features. The first urban map of Tornio was probably made by Olof Bure when he made the plan for the town on Suensaari around 1620. Therefore, the map was actually not representing the physical town itself, but instead how it was supposed to look (Ylimaunu 2007, 81–2; Herva and Ylimaunu 2010). The town island and its surrounding river waters were mapped in the 1620s, for instance, as documenting fishing waters. It became more and more important for the contemporary administration to gain information of the livelihood of the Crown’s subjects. Therefore, two maps of Tornio and its surroundings were draughted in 1647. The first map was the first accurate urban map, and the second one listed all the fields in the town island. Thus, since the mid-seventeenth-century maps represented the built environment, but as well documented and listed more comprehensively features relating to subsistence (Ylimaunu 2007, 71–82, 108–13). The town gardens of the nineteenth century can be similarly studied using fire insurance documents from Tornio (Tarmo – fire insurance records). The insurance documents are dated from 1832 to 1899.

Gardens and plant use in Tornio town

The macrofossil data from Tornio indicates that wild plants were growing in the immediate surroundings, as well as wetland plants and weeds indicating barnyards (Tranberg 2011; 2016; 2017). The food plants were mostly local (see Salmi et al. 2014). Some remains of Norway spruce (Picea abies) twigs, bark and needles in addition to birch (Betula pendula; B. pubescens) seeds and bark indicated local vegetation and building structures like cellar pit insulation (birch bark). Imported goods were represented by figs (Ficus carica) and grapes (Vinis vitifera), but foreign garden plants were otherwise absent. However, the main archaeologically excavated plant remains, as in all Ostrobothnian early modern towns overall, are related to buildings and infrastructure, such as insulation materials. The macrofossil data – both insects and plants – from the late seventeenth to early nineteenth century Tornio overall represent the environment of a typical northern town.

In early seventeenth-century Ostrobothnia, vegetables were cultivated primarily for spicing spirits or beer, or they were used as a medicine. Vegetables and other plants have also been introduced as healthy foods since medieval times, at least in Central Europe (Plath 2012). Ostrobothnian dietary consumption of vegetables began to increase at the end of the seventeenth century. The town residents in Ostrobothnia procured vegetables from the surrounding countryside (Virkkunen 1953: 297) and cabbage patches were common in towns in the seventeenth century (Mäntylä 1971: 203). During the eighteenth century, both garden products and wild berries became more commonly included in the diet, according to documentary records (Mäntylä 1971; Salmi et al. 2014). Imported goods, such as grapes (Vitis vinifera) and figs (Ficus carica), also became more common, as the macrofossils from the Carl Wiipo lot indicate. Foreign spices and, for example, apples were also imported (Mäntylä 1971: 49). However, based on macrofossil studies, berries had a more significant role in the local diet and in medicine than the literature implies. This is also the case in Central Europe. For instance, while German recipes from the same period advised people to use exotic ingredients, local berries were more often put into food (Sillasoo 2007: 44–51). Some berries were also economically important and in the Tornio area, the locals were berrying for the Stockholm market.

While Tornio had urban gardens and vegetable gardens with traditional plants, wealthy merchants or high-status members of the community could have gardens where imported plants of foreign origin grew. Based on his trip to Tornio in 1799, the Italian Giuseppe Acerbi and his entourage (Saarenheimo, 1989; Acerbi, Hirvonen and Wis 1984) describe the garden at merchant Rechard’s rural villa west of the Tornio River between Kukkola and Karunki, ‘along the road from Kukko to Frankkila’ [Saarenheimo 1989: 188]). The small garden was cross-shaped and bordered by a blackcurrant fence. Acerbi also mentions plant species that were in the garden; apple trees (Malus), currants (Ribes), rust barberry (Berberis vulgaris), European hazel (Corylus avellana) and some ornamental species (Bellis perennis, Tulipa, Narcissus, Aquilegia, Tropaeolum, Paeonia, Dianthus) (Koskimies: 1956: 96). Through these travelogues, the natural beauty of the Tornio Valley and the gardens of the Tornio people became known elsewhere in Europe (Outhier 1975). Along the Tengeliönjoki River, which flows into the Tornio River at Aavasaksa, the Torne Valley Rose (Rosa majalis ‘Tornedal’) has also become known (Koskimies 1956: 95–6). The area was not as rugged and uncivilized as its geographical location might suggest.

Contemporary literature (Linné, Itkonen and Kukkonen 1993, Linné 1991 [1737], 1969 [1889]; Clarke 2000, 1838) does mention cabbage patches and vegetable gardens here and there. Even though eighteenth-century Tornio was wealthy and had extensive connections to the outside world, it remained a rural town. The streets and market square were used as meadows. That said, the presence of two-storey buildings with painted picket fences in front of the houses supports the argument that Tornio was by most measures a settled modern town (Clarke 1838: 274). Two-storey buildings indicate Classicism, which was a contemporary style. This gives a vision of a town that was driven by certain rules making the environment urban. Nevertheless, the town had distinctive rural features like hayfields. These features were dictated by local economic circumstances pertaining to food.

Formal gardens followed the main fashion streams, and this can be seen in maps and plans. It has been observed in the historical archaeological literature that reality does not always follow the ideal, and that historical documentation is not always confirmed by the archaeological data. The map of Tornio and its surroundings, made during Maupertuis’ expedition in 1736–7, indicates that Västerbohnian regimental officers’ residence had a formal garden, as did the mayor Pipping, which was originally located outside of the urban area (Outhier 1975: 120). However, the map does not specify whether they were kitchen gardens or orchards. The teacher Johan Wegelius was an expert in regional medical plants and managed a farm outside the actual town. Also, the burgher Johan Wiipo, owner of one of the studied lots, owned a homestead outside the island in the late seventeenth century. Arranged and built environments presented and symbolized a community which was well organized and balanced, or at least under control. The capacity to absorb the latest trends is evident in the adoption of status gardening and the emerging interest in natural sciences. Town residents manifested their status by growing exotic plant species and keeping a well-cared-for garden, among other means. Rechard´s garden, mentioned by Giuseppe Acerbi, was not the only such garden to take advantage of warm weather and foreign contacts. According to contemporary records, there were two orchards in Tornio town in 1782. In these gardens, apple (Malus) and pear (Pyrus communis) trees thrived (Mäntylä 1971: 411–12). At the end of the eighteenth century, the pharmacist Kollberg also had a garden. Admittedly, there is less information about plant species in his garden, but their properties were likely regulated by the health care traditions of the time.

Gardens in the fire insurance maps of nineteenth-century Tornio

Several devastating town fires occurred in Finnish towns during the early nineteenth century and because of property losses, there was established a fire insurance system to compensate for losses in 1816. This was replaced in 1832 with a new fire insurance company. The insurance data includes detailed information of buildings (Huotilainen 2024), but also information of gardens associated with the insured plots. It must be noted that not all residents in Tornio insured their properties, either through lack of means or because their buildings were in such poor condition that they could not be insured. This was especially the case in the northern part of the residential area where few fire insurance records exist (Teerijoki 2007: 289). Table 11.1 shows data on the gardens in Tornio based on 110 fire insurance records between the years 1834 and 1900. However, there are only six records before 1862, therefore, 104 of the records give a picture of town residents’ gardens in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Based on the data, we may assume that merchants and civil officials (i.e. teachers, the border and post officials, the town administrators, and, for example, doctors), owned most of the private gardens in town. Most of the merchants lived on Rantakatu Street, at the southwestern riverside of the island, as well as, in the new quarters, so on the southeastern riverside, in the nineteenth century. Most of the craftspeople lived in the northern part of the town, but especially beside Keskikatu Street, the old, second street of the town. Many of them built their houses in the new quarters, as well as civil officials. The fire insurance data of gardens and residential buildings have been added on the nineteenth-century map of Tornio (Figure 11.1).

Most of the gardens were in either the southwestern or the southeastern parts of the town, between the waterfront and the streets where wealthy merchants and craftspeople owned their houses. However, some larger gardens were on the northern side of the town, but inside the built area were only some smaller ones. Therefore, it seems that the residential area was one factor which dictated where town residents were able to have gardens. Most of the wealthiest merchant families had their plots beside Rantakatu Street, established in the previous centuries, and several merchants had bought plots in the new quarters. This was the case with wealthy craftspeople, too, with several plots on the south side of Rantakatu Street, where some merchants had sold their plots to the craftspeople. Several of them had built their houses in the new quartiers just as civil officers had also done during the nineteenth century (Teerijoki 2007: 280–90).

Table 11.1    This represents data on the relation between different occupational groups and garden ownership in Tornio



	Occupation/Garden
	Garden yes %
	Garden no %
	Sum
	Number



	Merchant
	52,6
	47,4
	100
	19



	Civil official
	45
	55
	100
	40



	Worker
	33,3
	66,7
	100
	12



	Craftspeople
	23,1
	76,9
	100
	26



	Other
	46,2
	53,8
	100
	13
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Figure 11.1    Gardens in nineteenth-century Tornio. Different coloured squares represent residential buildings and which colour the buildings were painted. If there are two different colours, the left one means the oldest colour of paint and the right one the youngest. Empty squares mark residential buildings with no information of colour. Drawing: T. Ylimaunu.



The fire insurance records do not provide exact and direct evidence of the plot owner’s wealth. However, the data has information of buildings insurance values, which indicates the wealth of the owner. Table 11.2 includes different occupants’ insurance values, the highest, lowest, and the calculated mean value of insured buildings between 1860 and 1900.

Table 11.2    The figures represent different insured buildings’ values in the second half of the nineteenth century. There are the highest, lowest, and the calculated mean values.



	Building value insured/ Silver marks
	max
	min
	Mean



	Merchant
	32700
	2500
	11767,7



	Civil official
	38280
	2150
	10648,2



	Worker
	5200
	450
	2816,67



	Craftsperson
	11100
	1250
	6342,31



	Other
	38000
	1800
	11285,7






A previous study has demonstrated that Rantakatu Street buildings, especially the two-story houses, were the most expensive ones in nineteenth-century Tornio (Teerijoki 2007: 290). The fire insurance records show that merchants and civil officials had the most expensively insured properties in the town. Other townspeople also had as highly insured values as the two other groups. However, in this group, there were properties that were owned by the town, for example the town hall, and some buildings that were owned by the crown. Therefore, those properties should not be directly compared to properties owned by merchants and civil officials. However, for example, the town hall had a garden in the yard, at least during the late nineteenth century. The garden could have been leftover from the previous owner, the pharmacist Hougberg, when the house was sold to the town in the early 1870s (Teerijoki 2007: 286).

Natural changes in the landscape also affected the location of gardens; for example, the isostatic land uplift increased the area of the town island and lowered the river. The seventeenth-century harbour on the western side of the island became unusable because of this land uplift. The seventeenth-century warehouses of the town merchants had stood on the western riverbank, but slowly they were relocated to the southern tip of the island. Because of the land uplift, merchants and craftspeople were able to use the area between the riverbank and Rantakatu Street as gardens. In a fire insurance record from 1849 (Fire insurance record No: 2838) these quarters are marked as a herb garden (Kryddgård). Later in 1885 similar riverside quarters were marked as gardens (Trägård) (Fire insurance record No: 13389; Figure 11.2).

The townscape changed during the nineteenth century, when the town council wanted to improve the town. Parks and rows of trees, particularly leafy trees, now became markers of the townscape. In 1868, rows of trees were planted along the road of Repslaggatan and in the 1870s the town council and residents started to plant trees on their garden edges. However, trees had been planted along the road of Strandgatan as early as the early 1770s. The council inquired whether residents wanted to plant trees on their plots. The town bought some private gardens to convert to public gardens and ordered a gardener to make designs for them in the late nineteenth century (Luukko 1954: 452–3; Teerijoki 2007: 295–7). Planted trees in the gardens and along streets were also expected to prevent the spreading of fire, thus, planted trees were considered to have a practical means and recreational value in urban space.
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Figure 11.2    The riverside gardens are marked as Trägård (Fire insurance record No: 13389).



Conclusion

Historical documentation does not always reflect historical reality. Some plants are mentioned seldom, like berries, although they were a common food and medicine in northern Finland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Plant use reflects trends and economic policies of the time, but traditional ways were preserved due to Tornio town’s northern circumstances. The garden fashion was visible more in structures and plans than in practice. However, garden culture and town planning followed the main trends of art and architectural fashion.

In the early eighteenth century, representatives of the policymakers and authorities in the urban community, e.g. mayors, army officers and clergy, had gardens and cultivated lots as it was suitable and expected of people of such status. Based on the macrofossil remains it seems that despite an atmosphere open to adaptation, garden culture plants were not widely adopted. Certainly, eighteenth-century Tornio and the whole of Ostrobothnia were strongly influenced by global trends. The trade connections supplied people with ideas, equipment, and knowledge. However, the climatic and environmental conditions obstructed the development of gardening.

The idea of formal gardening arrived in the area during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, as the garden plans for the officer’s residence in Haapaniemi imply. This feature was also a symbol of a more structured environment, a town society with certain rules and rulers. After the mid-eighteenth century, the town’s identity was expressed through plans anticipating a changing townscape. Town lot gardening and early steps toward public greenspaces, which became more prominent in the next century, dominated the townscape. It was not until the warmer climate conditions of the eighteenth century and the expanding pressure of Enlightenment ideology that garden ideology was truly adopted in the Ostrobothnian region, though not really in Tornio yet, although there are some fine exceptions, such as Rechard’s outside the town and a couple of orchards in the town. In Tornio, the nineteenth century was the era of garden culture – private and public gardens flourished. Gardens were understood as an important part of urban space. However, they were associated with status, whereby the affluent residents owned larger gardens, than the less wealthy ones, who had the smaller vegetable gardens on their plots.
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CHAPTER 12

‘BEGGARS, MISERABLE, IMPOVERISHED AND POOR’: POVERTY AND PLENTY IN THE DOCKLANDS IN AARHUS IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

Jette Linaa



Introduction

The early modern period was a time of great wealth and poverty. Historians have long established that this era saw rapid economic growth, population expansion, technical innovations, and the rise of global trade, leading to significant wealth accumulation in the hands of a few. However, inequality also increased. Historians have concluded that an increasing share of urban inhabitants lived in poverty throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with up to 80 per cent of the urban population being poor at the turn of the century (Degn 1981, 2008, 1996; Laitinen 2018; Linaa 2022). Although this rise in inequality was a European-wide phenomenon, the local developments in Denmark are not yet well-researched within historical archaeology. Studying absolute or relative poverty from historical and archaeological datasets presents significant challenges. The Danish social historian Ole Degn, who has written extensively on urban poverty in early modern Denmark, concluded that the urban populations at the time comprised 10 per cent wealthy people, 10 per cent middle class, and the remaining 80 per cent living in poverty (Degn 1988).

While quantifying poverty from historical data is challenging, qualifying is straightforward. We only need to consider the words of the early modern period itself: the title ‘Beggars, Miserable, Destitute and Poor’ quotes a description of the townspeople of Aarhus made by the town council to King Frederik III in 1661. The appeal describes a town of ‘impoverished widows’, ‘wretched creatures’, and ‘pitiful people who own absolutely nothing’, along with many others fortunate enough only to be described as ‘poor’. The purpose of this appeal to the king was to obtain leniency in the payment of state taxes, and as such, the council may have been tempted to exaggerate the townspeople’s poverty. Nevertheless, probate inventories of insolvent estates, court records on non-payment of private debts, and frequent notes in the tax lists on individuals’ inability to pay their taxes reveal the bleak reality behind the council’s words.

The appeal was written in the wake of decades of disastrous events: Jutland was occupied during the Torstensson War (1643–5), epidemics ravaged the urban population in the early 1650s, and involvement in the devastating Second Nordic War against Sweden (1657–60) resulted in significant material and financial losses (Christensen 2018). This paper aims to analyse how these challenges and crises transformed the docklands of Aarhus in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The starting point is data from a large-scale archaeological excavation in the docklands in 2001. The data gathered in the excavation will be correlated with historical data collected from tax, probate, and court records, addressing the local factors behind the rise in inequality. These sources are available in the Danish National Archives, with court records from Justitsprotokol (1636–1922), Aarhus Byfoged, B-056, citizen rolls from Aarhus Borgerskabsprotokol (1470–1673), Aarhus Rådstue, D-022, probate inventories from Skifteprotokoller (1669–1960), Aarhus Byfoged, B056, and tax records from Regnskaber over forskellige kgl. skatter (1612–1830), Kæmnerregnskaber, Aarhus Rådstue.

Aarhus and its surroundings: a historical hub of maritime trade and migration

The town of Aarhus is situated on the eastern coast of Jutland. Founded during the Viking Age, Aarhus has long been a hub for maritime trade between the western Baltic and Norway. Over time, the town attracted many newcomers and transformed into the second-largest town in Jutland and the fourth-largest town in early modern Denmark (Degn 1996; Linaa 2016). More than 200 archaeological investigations conducted over sixty years have provided detailed insights into the city’s past, tracing its development from its foundation in the tenth century. Although most written records about medieval Aarhus have been lost, municipal records from the seventeenth century onward have survived, offering a vivid impression of life in the town (Degn 1996, 2008; Linaa 2016). In the sixteenth century, the town had approximately 2,000 inhabitants, and this population doubled in the seventeenth century, mirroring trends in many other Danish towns.
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Figure 12.1    Map of Aarhus in 1677. The excavated area in Fiskergade is marked in red. Map: (Ax) Petri Resenii Atlas Danicus dicatus augustissimo Monarchæ Christiano V. anno M.DC.LXXVII. – Haffniæ, 1677. The Royal Library. Public Domain.



Frequent epidemics ravaged the town, and the significant population increase was due to the arrival of large numbers of newcomers each year. These newcomers were predominantly from the county surrounding the city, followed by migrants from other parts of Denmark and Norway. Only a few were long-distance migrants, mainly from the Baltic countries and Germany (Linaa 2016).

Crisis and war

The vibrant town of Aarhus was heavily impacted by conflict during the seventeenth century. In 1645, the city was occupied by Swedish, Polish, and German troops in the wake of the Torstensson War against Sweden (1643–5). Again, in 1658, Swedish troops seized control of the town following the Second Nordic War (1655–60) (Christensen 2018). During these occupations, residents were subjected to high taxes and were forced to accommodate numerous enemy troops, leading to financial ruin for many townspeople. The situation worsened on 7 July 1659, when Swedish warships began shelling the docklands and the port. The docklands and the commercial vessel fleet went up in flames, causing extensive damage to the town and the total obliteration of the commercial fleet. The attackers only ceased their actions after the mayor and councillors gathered whatever valuables they had left and presented them to the commanders of the enemy ships. The sudden loss of boats, stock, and properties pushed a struggling town into complete financial collapse. The crisis is evident in the 33 per cent drop in the number of new citizens during the second half of the seventeenth century (Degn 1996).

The direct impact of the attack on the town came to light in 2021 when an excavation was carried out near the early modern harbour (Skov 2024). The excavation revealed a spacious residence covering an area of 30 x 7 metres. The structure, destroyed in a fire, included a fully stone-built storage cellar with a carefully paved floor. The recovered artefacts, particularly clay pipes, coins, and ceramics, suggest the building was destroyed in the late 1650s. The building in question is likely identical to a residence owned by the merchant Poul Madsen, which was damaged in the 1658 attack. The plot, attractively located just beside the harbour, remained vacant until the start of the nineteenth century. The fact that such a large and strategically situated plot in the middle of the commercial quarter at the harbour lay vacant for centuries underscores the disastrous long-term effects of the war on the town’s development.

Fortifications, waste, and wealth: excavating the social and economic divide in Fiskergade

The docklands were the epicentre of devastation, leading to high expectations when five former plots of land in this core area were excavated in 2001 as part of the most extensive archaeological excavation in Aarhus. The excavations unveiled the structures and artefacts left behind by the inhabitants of these five urban plots, which were adjacent to the river and spanned from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century (Linaa 2016; Larsen 2005). The location was in the heart of the docklands, situated on the southern bank of the river, with the plots extending from the river in the north to a street in the south (Figure 12.1). The street name Fiskergade (Fishermen’s Street) has been documented since the late fifteenth century, suggesting it is as old as the street itself. The excavation revealed that the buildings adjacent to the street had been demolished during construction activities in the early twentieth century. However, the backyards that extended to the river were preserved, encompassing sewer pipes, wells, cesspits, and fortifications along the riverbanks. The residents of the plots utilized these backyard spaces as disposal sites.

The excavation revealed numerous fortifications along the riverbank, constructed sequentially from south to north, progressively extending into the river. From the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries, construction methods varied by plot, using either wickerwork or conventional planks. Recycled materials from demolished structures were often employed. The diversity in construction techniques and the lack of coordination between plots indicate that each plot owner was responsible for their section rather than it being a collective effort. Seventeenth-century legal cases against neglectful owners further support this.

The wooden bulwarks, constructed in successive rows extending into the river, were precisely dated. Seven bulwarks were built between 1443 and 1480, followed by three more between 1480 and 1510. Additional bulwarks were added around 1571, 1630, 1650, and between 1651 and 1710, with four more constructed between 1777 and 1800. These structures were supported by large amounts of fill, including dung, hay, and domestic waste, deposited by the plot residents. This fill was crucial to the bulwarks’ construction, with the deposit dates aligning with the dendro-dated bulwarks. Since access to the riverbank was through individual plots, the waste originated from these plots rather than the city, as confirmed by the differing waste composition.

The fill contained a significant amount of household waste, including many artefacts discarded during the everyday routines of the residents (Linaa 2016). The refuse included items related to maritime activities: rope, parts of barrels, and discarded caulking materials, particularly tarred rope, on the four western plots, suggesting the activities of shipbuilders, sailors, and hauliers. Iron hooks and lead weights on the same plots point to private or commercial fishing activities. As expected, the majority of the small finds were ceramics. The quantity of pottery showed a substantial increase from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, with the number of vessels rising from 141 to 452. This trend corresponds with previous findings in the town, which also showed a similar increase, reflecting both the growing population in the docklands, as evidenced in tax records (see later), and the general rise in consumerism during the early modern period.

Most pottery across all plots and periods was blackware – locally produced black pots used for stews and porridges. These inexpensive and practical containers, with a capacity of around five litres, were commonly used for making daily gruel and cooking one-pot meals like soups and stews. While blackware dominated all plots, glazed redware vessels, used for more refined cuisine, were rarer until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when English transfer-printed creamware and whitewares, mainly tea- or coffee wares, were introduced. The seventeenth-century imports included stoneware mugs and jugs for serving and consuming wine or beer. The most unusual find was a majolica dish from the Netherlands, an exceedingly rare item in this town, where locally produced slipware plates were typically used for serving. These imports on the eastern plot indicate a sophisticated kitchen prioritizing presentation.

Before the late eighteenth century, imports, decorated dinnerware, glazed redware pipkins and glassware were exceedingly uncommon except on the eastern plot. This eastern plot also revealed fragments of drinking glasses, decorative blue-and-white drinking mugs from Rhenish Westerwald, and white relief-decorated stoneware from Siegburg in the Rhineland. The concentration of ornamental mugs, jugs, and glasses – indicators of elaborate drinking culture – along with traces of refined cuisine on the eastern plot, suggests that this site served a distinct and significantly different purpose than the blackware-dominated plots in the west.

Residents of the excavated plots: a glimpse into seventeenth-century life in Fiskergade

Who were the individuals or groups that inhabited the six excavated plots throughout the seventeenth century? Municipal archives have survived from 1612 onwards, allowing for studying the inhabitants’ names, occupations, and tax contributions. Occasionally, their possessions can also be examined through probate inventories, and their activities are sometimes documented in criminal records (Hubertz 1845). The excavated plots were located east of a prominent townhouse at the intersection of Fiskergade and Frederiksgade, the main road leading from the town to the south. The brick-built townhouse was owned by the wealthy Magdalena Skrivers, widow of the town accountant Jens Skrivers, from around 1640 until 1670. To the east, the area was bordered by a narrow passageway that stretched from Fiskergade in the south to the riverbank in the north. Five plots of land were positioned between the townhouse in the west and the alley in the east, extending from Fiskergade to the river. This plot structure was established in the mid-fifteenth century and remained intact until the late nineteenth century.

Poverty and prosperity: the social and economic landscape of Fiskergade 1600–1650

The inn, established in 1612 on the eastern plot next to the alleyway where the imported ceramics were recovered, was owned and operated by the Krus [Mug] family. This inn remained in the family’s ownership until 1692, making it the longest-running business on the street. Individuals of various professions owned the four plots west of the inn: Oluf, a sailor; Rasmus, a day labourer; and Søren, a mason. The profession of the owner of the westernmost plot is not noted in the records. Each owner was charged a small tax of four skillings, while the innkeeper paid ninety-six skillings. During this period, all householders fulfilled their tax obligations, as evidenced by the municipal scribe marking the accounts with the letter ‘B’ for Betalt [paid]. By 1650, the ownership of all properties, except the inn, had changed hands, though the inn remained in the same family until 1692. The taxation of these individuals who occupied the plots in 1650 varied significantly: a man called Niels Fagerlund paid thirty-two skillings, the innkeeper Niels Krus fifty-six skillings, his neighbour to the west four skillings, his neighbour to the west, a carpenter, paid eight skillings, and a shipbuilder furthest to the west paid twelve skillings. This disparity in taxation suggests a growing social and economic division among the site’s inhabitants, with the plots housing individuals of varying socioeconomic statuses primarily involved in maritime occupations. Unfortunately, the absence of probate inventories for the proprietors of these plots has hindered a comprehensive examination of their assets and liabilities. Nevertheless, the fact that all householders could fulfil their tax responsibilities in 1650 indicates they had some financial resources. However, this situation changed in the following decade.

Devastation in the wake of war

A 1661 property tax reveals the dire condition of the neighbourhood following the catastrophic Second Nordic War (1655–60) and the loss of property and the commercial fleet in 1659 (Figure 12.2). One of the properties on the street is described as desolate and devoid of any buildings. The inn still occupied the eastern plot, while the house to the west was inhabited by the widow of Niels Fagerlund, who was alive in 1650. The widow is described as poor. The carpenter and shipbuilder on the western plots had vanished, and their properties were now owned by the wealthy Magdalena Skrivers and her husband, the mayor Jens Rasmussen Skriver, who resided in a brick-built townhouse at the corner of Fiskergade and Frederiksgade. The renters in these properties are described as ‘poor day labourers and impoverished widows’.

The decline affected the entire street. In 1650, the street was populated by property owners engaged in various maritime-related occupations or crafts, including shipbuilding, cobbling, hauling, and day labour. By 1661, eight of the twenty properties on the street were rented dwellings owned by local property tycoons such as the mayors and merchants Michael Malling and Jens Basballe, who lived in mansions near the town hall. Although the renters were characterized as ‘poor, miserable, and pitiful’, the remaining property owners on the street fared no better: a shipbuilder was described as ‘miserable’, and a widow as ‘poor and impoverished’. By 1705, thirteen of the twenty properties on the street were occupied by individuals described as destitute and miserable. The docklands were in decline.
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Figure 12.2    Descriptions of degrees of poverty of inhabitants in Aarhus are noted in the tax record 1661. Pink: Beggar. Red: Miserable. Blue: Poor. Dark blue: Impoverished. Yellow: Pitiful. Notice how the poor occupy the northern part of the city centre and the outer ends of the main roads, while people stricken by deep poverty are found in the docklands along the river. Source: Kæmnerregnskaber, Aarhus Rådstuearkiv, The Danish National Archives. Map by the author.



The records do not specify what constituted poverty in the eyes of the municipalities in the middle of the seventeenth century. Nevertheless, the many qualifying terms used by the municipalities to describe the sad state of the inhabitants create a distinct impression of the docklands as a townscape of misery in the wake of the wars. Moreover, the transformation of the docklands from a diverse and economically vibrant area to urban slums inhabited by the poorest residents became a lasting change. By 1705, the rented dwellings to the west of the inn were still occupied by individuals described as ‘poor and destitute’, with several being provided for by pauper funds (Aarhus Rådstue, Fattigvæsenet).

Probate inventories in the docklands: a glimpse into post-war hardship and decline

The probate inventories provide additional insights into the lives of residents on the excavated plots following the war. Johanne Mikkelsdatter, a widow receiving welfare assistance, was the widow of a manual labourer and resided in leased housing on the western plot. Among the couple’s belongings in 1680 were a pine table and a pine bed valued at twenty-one skillings, two duvets valued at four skillings, a pillow, a sheet valued at one skilling, and a chest and a chair. The combined value of the furniture and bedding amounted to one rigsdaler and five marks, less than the funeral cost. When questioned, the widow and her guardian attested that she possessed no other belongings. The debt register is concise: the widow owed her brother two rigsdalers, which he promised to reimburse her as assistance, while the town scribe and council members declined payment for their services due to the widow’s poverty. Her neighbour to the east, the shipmaster Dines Nielsen, also faced financial difficulties. Dines, who had lived on the street since the 1650s and passed away in 1681, owned a property with a garden appraised at 640 dalers and 7/8 shares of his ship ‘Joseph’, valued at 875 dalers. Despite his substantial assets, Dines died insolvent, having resorted to pawning his silver spoons and mortgaging his land and ship to prominent merchants Christen Basballe and Michael Malling. As a result, they assumed control over the estate’s assets during the distribution process on 11 January 1681, leaving nothing for the widow.

Even the dockland’s wealthiest and most stable inhabitants were not immune to the crisis in town. The innkeeper, Anders Nielsen Mug, passed away in 1674, bequeathing his estate to his widow, Johanne Pallisdatter, and their children. Niels Andersen, who was betrothed to the widow, assumed control of the inn and pledged to provide financial assistance to the children. The estate included the inn, appraised at 380 rigsdalers, and two small gardens valued at forty dalers. The primary holdings consisted of shares in ships with a combined value of 900 dalers. Anders Nielsen Krus is classified as a tradesman in the inventory, suggesting he may have imported goods using his vessel. The inventory lists several valuables, including a silver cup weighing 600 grammes, which he gave to his eldest son.

Additionally, he owned three silver jugs, five silver spoons, and 400 rigsdalers in cash. The inventory included ten pewter dishes, seven plates, a pie-making pan, copper kettles, candlesticks, and two iron stoves. The house featured a spacious central hall and two smaller living rooms. Each living room had a table, four chests, a bed, twelve duvets and pillows, a poster bed with curtains, and sheets and towels. The stable housed a pair of horses, two cows, and three young oxen, each valued at five dalers. Notably, the scribe recorded that Anders Nielsen Krus left no debts, a noteworthy accomplishment in the community in the late seventeenth century. The estate’s overall value was 2,546 rigsdalers, which was to be divided between the widow and the children. However, the inventory conducted upon the death of Johanne Pallisdatter in 1692 (6 June 1692) reveals that the family had fallen on hard times since 1674. The silver items and cash mentioned in 1674 had disappeared, and her widower, Niels Andersen, had accumulated a debt of 877 rigsdalers. The inventory concludes with a statement by Niels Andersen to the council, in which he declares himself ‘poor’ but pledges to provide his stepchildren with their inheritance from their mother. The property was subsequently sold to real estate investors, and the family disappeared from the sources.

Tax records as a window into Fiskergade: occupational shifts and population decline in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Aarhus

The entirety of Fiskergade, the main street in the dockland, can be analysed by referring to the tax records from 1625, 1650, 1680, 1740, and 1780 as our starting point (Table 12.1). Sixty-eight taxpayers are listed in the accounts for the year 1625. In the subsequent year, 65 per cent of these taxpayers – forty-four individuals – were no longer present on the street. Many who vanished likely perished during the devastating epidemics that plagued the town in the early seventeenth century. However, due to the absence of surviving burial records from that time, we cannot determine the identities or exact number of those affected.
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Nevertheless, most individuals who disappeared from the street had a lower average tax burden than those who remained, and around half had outstanding tax payments. This could be interpreted as a mass departure of the most impoverished individuals from the docklands and possibly the entire town (Degn 1981; Linaa 2019). The tax list also provides insights into the occupations of the taxpayers. Fourteen skilled workers were engaged in various crafts related to nautical activities, such as carpentry, shipbuilding, shoemaking, blacksmithing, and weaving. Additionally, there were five unskilled workers, two sailors, and one shipmaster. Despite the majority of residents being employed in maritime professions, the street nonetheless exhibited a diversity of occupations.

A comparison of tax payments in 1625 and 1650 reveals a decline in mobility from 65 to 40 per cent (Table 12.1). However, those who moved still paid lower taxes than those who remained in the exact location, and more than half of those who moved had unpaid tax debts. Although the street may have provided a somewhat secure place for some residents, it nevertheless saw a significant exodus of impoverished individuals. This trend would soon change. A comparison of tax payments in 1650 and 1680 reveals a substantial transformation in the street’s character during the third quarter of the seventeenth century. The migration rate dropped from 40 per cent to 20 per cent, and those who moved away from the docklands appeared to be quite affluent, as they had a higher average tax burden and were more capable of fulfilling their financial responsibilities than those who remained. This shift likely reflects a decline in the Fiskergade quarter following the wars and the destruction of the commercial fleet, transforming the docklands from a diverse neighbourhood with a solid economic and occupational base into an area predominantly inhabited by those living in a permanent state of poverty. Now, the people who moved were resourceful, looking for opportunities elsewhere, and the impoverished people who stayed might have had nowhere else to go. The docklands saw another crisis in the late eighteenth century as the migration rate rose again, and those who moved continued to be taxed higher than those who stayed. The docklands still saw an exodus of the prosperous.

An analysis of the occupations on the street further illuminates the transformation of the docklands. In the early seventeenth century, the docklands were dominated by artisans who operated workshops on the streets and professionals in the maritime sector. In 1625, the street was home to sixty-three individuals, eighteen identified by occupational bynames. Among the inhabitants were a barber-surgeon, a glovemaker, a potter, a mason, and two weavers. Additionally, two coopers and two shipmasters worked in maritime crafts, while the innkeeper managed the street’s hospitality, serving residents and travellers. Seven manual labourers attended to the day-to-day tasks in the docklands.

By 1680, non-maritime professions had disappeared from the street, now home to thirty-eight taxpayers. Among them were three shipbuilders, two coopers, three carpenters, and three shipmasters. The innkeeper remained, and a sailor, a draughtsman, and five manual labourers managed the day-to-day work. A fisherman and a hookmaker pointed towards the local fisheries, while two shipmasters and a sailor may have been involved in regional shipping. Coopers, carpenters, and shipbuilders living on the street constructed and repaired vessels, while the draughtsmen and labourers were engaged in the movement of goods to and from the ships. The glovemakers, watchmakers, and weavers had left the street, leaving only maritime professions behind. None of these individuals appears to have been particularly well-off, as all thirty-eight households were described as poor. The sailor Jens Andersen was noted as ‘poor and crippled’, and his neighbour Olle Tholstrup as ‘impoverished’. The transformation of the docklands from a diverse occupational community into urban slums dominated by maritime professions was complete.

In the eighteenth century, the street was primarily inhabited by sailors. By 1740, fifty taxpayers had occupational bynames, all related to the marine industry. Specifically, forty were sailors and skippers, while the others were artisans (coopers and shipbuilders) and manual labourers. As in previous decades, migration rates were high, and the people who moved out of the docklands were taxed higher than those who stayed, suggesting that the economic crisis persisted until the end of the eighteenth century. During this period, mobility resurged, leading to a shift in ownership patterns. In the previous century, most residents on the street were tenants, but by now, one-third of the inhabitants owned the homes they lived in. Those who owned these properties were experienced shippers and shipmasters. It can be inferred that the gradual revival of maritime commerce at the end of the eighteenth century allowed these individuals to accumulate substantial wealth or, at the very least, secure steady incomes that enabled them to invest in conveniently situated properties in the docklands. However, most of their neighbours were still sailors or labourers living in deep poverty.

Most taxpayers were men, and little is known about the women living in the docklands. In 1661, the street housed twenty-nine widows living in rented dwellings, all described as ‘poor’, ‘impoverished’, or ‘pitiful’. Among the eight unmarried women living as lodgers on the street, the worst off seemed to be Anna Andersdatter, an alleged seamstress (a possible cover for prostitution), who is described as ‘wretched’. In contrast, the others were described as ‘poor’, ‘destitute’, or ‘miserable’. The probate inventories do not mention these women, but court records do. In 1689, Kirsten Pedersdatter, a lodger with Margrethe Hansdatter in Fiskergade, was jailed because she could not pay the fine for having a child out of wedlock. She stated that the absent father was a sailor in the royal navy (Court Records, 1 March 1689). There is little reason to believe that Kirsten, Anna or the other single women in the docklands were living lives of plenty.

Capitalist influence and the decline of Aarhus docklands: from diverse community to urban slum

The transition of the docklands from a diverse residential area to impoverished urban slums coincided with the implementation of capitalist strategies in the real estate market. In the early seventeenth century, the street was characterized by a mix of rented homes and properties owned by their inhabitants. In 1625, half of the householders were owners, while the other half lived in rented dwellings. However, by 1661, there was a significant shift in the distribution of homeowners and tenants, with renters occupying the majority of households – forty-one out of fifty dwellings (see Tagessson, this volume). Moreover, during this period, individuals in other parts of the town owned most rented residences (twenty-five out of forty-one). This group included prominent members of the local elite, such as the Basballe, Mikkelsen, and Juel families, who owned numerous properties and lived in grand homes around the town square. Over several generations, the urban elite accumulated properties through intermarriage, inheritance, and long-term investments. The concentration of property ownership in the hands of the urban elite intensified in the second half of the seventeenth century, as many individuals were forced to mortgage their properties, as evidenced by probate inventories. This capitalist expansion into the property market further accelerated the decline of the docklands, as workshops and houses were acquired and leased back to the impoverished former owners. Such practices led to a continuous decline in the docklands throughout the eighteenth century, with only modest improvements in living conditions occurring in the late eighteenth century.

Conclusion

Five urban plots in the heart of the docklands in Aarhus were excavated in 2001. The excavation revealed that buildings adjacent to the street had been demolished during construction activities in the early twentieth century. However, the backyards that extended to the river were preserved, encompassing sewer pipes, wells, cesspits, and fortifications along the riverbanks. The excavation resulted in the recovery of many artefacts, predominantly blackware pots on the western plots and imported pottery on the eastern. The residents of the excavated plots in the seventeenth century were identified through municipal archives, probate inventories, and criminal records. An inn, established on the eastern plot before 1612, was the most long-lived business on the street, while the western plots were owned by individuals of various professions, with varying levels of taxation, suggesting social and economic division among the site’s inhabitants in the first half of the seventeenth century.

The wars and the destruction that followed in the middle of the century led to a decline in the area, now dominated by rented dwellings with renters described as ‘poor day labourers and impoverished widows’. By 1705, thirteen of the twenty properties on the street were occupied by individuals described as ‘poor and destitute’, with some supported by pauper funds. The street’s transformation from economically and occupationally diverse docklands to urban slums occupied by the poorest was permanent.

This crisis also influenced mobility on the street. In the early seventeenth century, those who left the Fiskergade quarter were poor, with lower tax rates and unpaid tax debts. After the war, the remaining high-yield taxpayers left in large numbers, leaving the poorest behind. Simultaneously, all but those employed in the maritime sector vacated the street. The transition of the docklands from a diverse residential area to impoverished urban slums coincided with the implementation of capitalist strategies in the real estate industry. In the early seventeenth century, the street included rented and owned properties. However, by the second half of the seventeenth century, renters occupied most households, and prominent members of the local elite owned the majority of leased residences. This capitalist approach further contributed to the decline of the docklands, as workshops and houses were leased to the impoverished former owners.

In conclusion, the docklands of Aarhus transformed from a bustling and diverse neighbourhood in the first part of the seventeenth century into urban slums dominated by paupers in the latter part of the century. This transformation resulted from warfare in the mid-seventeenth century, leading to a rapid increase in taxes and the loss of property and ships – a disaster for a town dependent on maritime trade. The economic crises led to a rise in the mortgaging of properties and shareholders, and all members of the urban elite took over many of the properties on the street, transforming them into rented accommodations inhabited by the urban poor. The inn stands out in the archaeological record due to traces of refined consumption. At the same time, the neighbouring plots occupied by paupers were dominated by vessels associated with cuisine pauvre and traces of maritime activities such as fishing, boat repair, and goods hauling. Although the town slowly recovered in the late eighteenth century, the docklands never did. Even though some sailors and shipmasters settled in the docklands, most of the inhabitants in the nineteenth century were manual labourers and factory workers employed in low-wage jobs. In the twentieth century, the docklands gained notoriety as a blemish on the face of the town, becoming a centre of illegal inns, violence, sex work, and misery. The area was demolished in the 1950s, along with other urban slums in the town centre, as part of urban renewal schemes. High-rise office buildings and parking houses for the new consumerists from the suburbs rose in their place. This urban transformation effectively erased centuries of poverty and misery from the town’s memory – until now.
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CHAPTER 13

THE USE OF A LARGE FINDS ASSEMBLAGE IN REFINING CONCEPTS OF SOCIAL STATUS: FINDS FROM NYBODER, COPENHAGEN

Samuel Keenan



Introduction

Sometime in the 1850s, in the Nyboder district of Copenhagen, residents of two rows of terraced houses whose homes backed onto the same narrow strip of backyard were asked (or ordered) to fill up their old latrines with whatever rubbish they could find. Excavation of these latrines in 2018, as part of a developer-funded project in relation to a large-scale renovation of these houses, revealed that they had taken this opportunity to clear their homes of the broken, the old, and the unused objects of daily life. As such, the archaeologists were able to recover three tonnes of finds material, which opened a window into the homes of a distinctive working-class community in the mid-nineteenth century.

The large size of the assemblage allows investigation not simply of a single household, or the comparison of one household to another, but for the study of a whole community. The contextual information gained from the excavation means that not only can the general community-wide trends be seen but also indications of individual agency.

One of the interesting aspects of this finds assemblage, apart from its sheer size, was the large amount of porcelain tableware and drinking glass, often seen as markers of genteel middle-class dining habits (Wall 1991; Young 2010: 172), coming from the small, cramped apartments of a thoroughly working-class community. These finds can be investigated through the lens of consumption patterns, where objects acquire meaning through the tension between wider structural processes and more local factors and the agency of consumers is recognized (Mullins 2011), and object biography, how time, movement and change alter the meanings objects hold (Gosden and Marshall 1999). In doing so, it is possible not just to view this finds assemblage as indicating a specific level of status for the residents of Nyboder, but how these objects fit into the community’s own understanding of their cultural identity.

Background to the site

The streets of Haregade and Elefantgade, where the excavation took place, are in the area of Nyboder, central Copenhagen. The area is a well-known landmark in the city, famous for its streets of identical yellow terraced houses. Originally built in the 1640s, Nyboder was planned as part of a new district, Ny-København (New Copenhagen), also known as Skt. Annæ By (St Annæ Town), located just to the northeast of the medieval city, and was the first large-scale urban planning undertaken in Copenhagen. The houses were built to house the navy’s enlisted men and their families. These original houses comprised several terraces of about 600 single-storey houses.

However, from 1756 onwards, the majority of the single-storey buildings in Nyboder were demolished due to disrepair, and rebuilt as two-storey buildings, with each storey divided into two apartments, so four apartments per house. This made the already limited living spaces even more confined with each apartment consisting of a larger room of c. 12 metres squared and a smaller room of c. 5 metres squared with a shared kitchen on each floor (see Figure 13.1). On the ground floor, this shared kitchen space also acted as a through-way from the front door to the back door as well as the location of the stairway. It was at this time that brick-lined latrines were installed in the backyards of some of the terraces, including those on Haregade and Elefantgade. This rebuilding also included the addition of several new streets to the north and east.

The backyards, onto which the houses of Haregade and Elefantgade (today part of Suensonsgade) backed, had been divided both lengthwise and crosswise, so that each house of four apartments had its own backyard space. Each latrine was shared between four houses, and therefore sixteen apartments (two houses in Haregade and the two opposite houses in Elefantgade). These new latrines were built below ground with brick sides and a stone base (see Figure 13.2), they measured 1.75 by 1.75 metres and were about 1.00 metre deep. In 1819/20 the most easterly houses on both Haregade and Elefantgade were refurbished as single-family homes for the use of officers’ families (Haugsted 2012: 125, 131). At this time smaller individual latrines, measuring 1.50 by 0.80 metres, were built in the centre of the backyard of both. It is unclear whether access was retained to the original shared latrine, though the below-ground structure was unchanged. At some point in the middle of the nineteenth century, the archaeological evidence indicates the 1850s, the brick-lined latrines were put out of use, filled up and covered.
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Figure 13.1    Sketch of the original ground floor plan of house in Elefantgade. Image: Samuel Keenan.



The majority of Nyboder’s adult male residents were employed by the navy, and in Haregade and Elefantgade they were more specifically employed in shipbuilding at the nearby naval shipyard of Holmens. In the 1860 census, just a few years after the backfilling of the latrines, the vast majority of the male heads of households have their job title listed as ‘shipbuilder’, though other titles such as constructor, bolter, sub-assistant and machinist are also included. Although most women have no profession recorded, several are listed as linen sewers or cleaners, these were always either young unmarried women (living with their parents), or widows. Where the sons of a household had a profession, it was always in a lower position or apprenticeship in a naval trade (shipbuilding, sail making and one map/chart making). At this time the two officer’s houses were occupied by the families of a naval lieutenant and a master shipbuilder (Danmarks Statistik 1860).

What the 1860 census shows is that the residents of Haregade/Elefantgade were highly integrated into each other’s lives. They lived side-by-side, and they worked side-by-side to such an extent that it is likely that individuals would have felt a strong sense of belonging to this community and that their social circle was centred on these few streets. The physical boundaries of the community, the distinctive appearance of the streets and houses of Nyboder, as well as their shared location of work, may well have created a sense of identity, to an extent in opposition to other citizens of Copenhagen, that went beyond levels of wealth or income. In this way, we are not simply investigating a working-class community, but rather a community whose working-class status was only one aspect of its identity.

Discussion of finds

In total there were just over three tonnes of finds material recovered from the thirteen latrines. The vast majority of this was glass and ceramics, though there were significant amounts of animal bone and various other small finds (Keenan 2022). The sheer volume of material meant that due to the limits, in terms of time and money, inherent in developer-funded projects, the quantification and analysis had to be restricted. Despite this, all ceramics were separated by general ware type (earthenware, stoneware, faience, refined earthenware and porcelain), and the glass was separated into window glass, green bottle glass, and all other glass. All other finds were registered from all thirteen latrines while a more detailed registration was carried out of the glass, ceramic and animal bone from four latrines – one of the smaller rectangular latrines (latrine 1) and three of the larger square latrines (latrines 4, 8 and 12). All material recovered from the excavation was entered into the Museum of Copenhagen’s collection.
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Figure 13.2    Excavated latrine in backyard between Haregade and Elefantgade. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.



It is important to understand the nature of the backfilling process before any analysis of the finds can take place, as it shows whether the material built up over an extended period, or represents a specific event, and whether the material is waste collected from all over the city, or from nearby. Without this knowledge, it is impossible to know what questions can be asked of the material. The latrines are known to have been in use from approximately 1780 to approximately 1850, a period of seventy years, but the archaeological evidence shows that the backfilling happened over a very short time, obviously at the end of this period. It also shows that the artefacts came from very close to the final disposal site, namely the houses overlooking the latrines.

The fills of all the latrines were almost identical, both in terms of the soil and the general types and quantities of finds within them. This clearly indicates that the backfilling process was an organized event arranged on a street or neighbourhood level, not surprising given the military nature of the housing administration. The presence of almost complete vessels in both glass and pottery, along with the frequent occurrence of several large sherds from a single vessel found concentrated in a small area, or even stacked on top of each other, indicates that the finds originated close by. It is likely they came from no further than the nearest few houses, as had they been transported from further away the separate sherds of broken objects would have been disturbed several times in the process. This also indicates that the material was deposited in the latrines shortly after it was put out of use and involved few, if any, intermediary events. The nearby houses being the source of the material found is further supported by the partitioned nature of the backyards, making access to them possible only through the narrow kitchen hallways of the houses.


[image: ]

Figure 13.3    View over part of Nyboder in the early twentieth century, with Haregade on the left. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.



In addition to finding parts of the same vessel in concentrated areas, it was also relatively common to find matching sherds at opposite ends of a deposit, so that in many cases, large sherds from a single vessel were among the first objects deposited in the backfilling process and among the last items deposited. It was also notable that patches of loose light-coloured sand were found extending from the bottom of the deposit up to the top, especially around the edges. This suggests that the refilling took place very quickly, as it is very unlikely that, for example, a broken jar would have half of its pieces thrown out at one time and the rest held onto until they were thrown out weeks, let alone months or years later, and for this to happen regularly in all latrines. Another thing that supports this idea is that all glass and ceramic sherds lack any significant wear, which indicates they had undergone very little movement from the time they were broken to the time they were deposited in the latrines.

Therefore, it’s possible to say that the finds from the brick latrines came from the neighbouring houses from a specific point in time. So, one can examine the material as representative of the contents of a Nyboder home in the 1850s, or more precisely, a house in Elefantgade, or Haregade. Such information allows the analysis of the material as representative of a specific community at a specific moment in time. It also demonstrates the importance of good archaeological excavation and recording practices for the understanding of depositional processes, allowing the informed interpretation of the material and the people that disposed of it.

Glass

Once the window glass was removed, it being more building material than a household item, there was still 1.45 tonnes of glass across the thirteen latrines and 0.53 tonnes examined from the four selected latrines. Of this, 87 per cent by weight was made up of ‘green glass’ bottles. The other 13 per cent was made up of medicine bottles, storage bottles and drinking glass, with a small amount of other items such as lamp glass, dishes, etc.

All drinking glasses were of typical eighteenth/nineteenth-century types. The majority of the glasses were produced in Norway or Denmark, but it is possible that some came from other countries. Norwegian and Danish glassworks were greatly influenced by German and English glassmakers at this time, and they produced many forms of German and English origin (Larsen et al. 1974: 12; Roesdahl 1977: 61). This makes it difficult to determine the provenance of a number of the Nyboder glasses. The Norwegian glasses, with their typical slightly greyish colour (Haggrén, Whatley and Dahlström 2020: 206), were represented by several types, and most were probably produced at the Nøstetangen glassworks (1741–77), but some could also come from the glassworks in Hurdal (1755–1895) or Gjøvik (1807–43). There was no glass production in Denmark until the establishment of the Holmegaard glassworks in 1832, and later the Conradsminde glassworks in 1835. Here, too, it can be difficult to determine which producer individual glasses come from as there was a great similarity in forms produced across the different factories.

The drinking glass is the most obvious type of glass object one can use to infer, if not social status, then desire to follow standards of gentility. In the mid-nineteenth century a middle-class household may have different styles of glasses for almost every type of drink, be it claret, hock, champagne, liqueur, sherry, water or soda water (Young 2010, 2004). Certainly, a vast array of different glasses were found in the Nyboder latrines, which included wine glasses, schnapps glasses and beer glasses. These have been divided up into four groups; stemmed glass, firing glass, ‘shot’ glass and beer/water glass.

Stemmed glasses were the most common type and would have been used for spirits or wine. Parts of 236 of these glasses were found in the four latrines, which averages at least five glasses per household. The glasses came in many different styles, though the two most popular, with a minimum of twenty-six each were the Perlkelcher and Danziger Kelchen (see Figure 13.4), most of which were produced in Norway. There were twenty-four firing glasses from the four latrines, a type of glass with a short conical body and a particularly thick circular foot, ideal for slamming down on a table during social drinking, named in Danish (frimurerglas) for its association with Masonic drinking rituals. There were also seven unfooted shot glasses, like the firing glasses, they had a thick base and a small conical body. There were eighty-five beer/water glasses (or tumblers), an average of just under two per household, which were flat-bottomed and cylindrical or conical in shape, often with facetted sides.

Porcelain

Whilst by weight, earthenware, mainly cooking and storage vessels, was the most abundant type of ceramics (66 per cent of the total), tablewares were more common in terms of the minimum number of individual vessels. These tablewares consisted of both imported English refined earthenware (or whitewares) and porcelain (both European and Chinese). The porcelain was, despite a handful of pieces being identified as English and German, almost exclusively produced in either China or Denmark.

A total of 24.5 kilograms of porcelain was retrieved in the four examined latrines, representing eight per cent by weight of the total ceramic material (87 kilograms from all thirteen latrines) and a minimum of 200 individual vessels.

Chinese porcelain accounted for more than two-thirds of the porcelain vessels found (139 pieces). It appeared to be more popularly used for drinking than eating, with fifty-three cups and thirty-five saucers, compared to twenty-seven plates and ten bowls. Other forms, such as vases, terrines, teapots and lids were present but much less common. All of the Chinese porcelain was decorated with hand-painted patterns, in almost all cases in the form of landscape or floral motifs. Five types of decoration were observed: blue painted underglaze decoration accounted for seventy-seven pieces, with all having either a landscape or floral motif; over-glaze enamelled decoration, accounting for fifty-two pieces, nearly all being with a floral motif; one piece of Imari decoration with a blue and red underglaze pattern and an overglazed gold gilt addition; seventeen pieces of Batavia ware, vessels with a solid brown glaze on the outside, sometimes with cartouches in, on the inside they may have any of the above three types of decoration; lastly there were two pieces of Crackle glaze, where cracks in the glaze are deliberately accentuated, both present on vases.
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Figure 13.4    Danziger Kelchen stemmed glass, produced in Norway. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.



All fragments of Chinese porcelain can be dated to the Kangxi (1654–1722) or Qianlong (1735–96) period. In these periods there was large-scale export of Chinese porcelain to Europe. All of the Chinese porcelain found in latrines was therefore already at least fifty years old, and possibly over one hundred years old before being thrown away.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, a fall in Danish trade with China led to the near bankruptcy of the Danish Asiatic Company, which had a monopoly on the trade (Kirkebæk 2001: 43), however, by then porcelain factories had already been established in Europe for some years, including the Royal Porcelain Factory (Den Kongelig Porcelænsfabrik) in Copenhagen, founded in 1775 and the only Danish porcelain producer until 1853.

There were at least sixty-one Danish porcelain vessels in the four latrines, all produced by The Royal Danish Porcelain Factory (now known as Royal Copenhagen). Twenty of these were teacups, seventeen were saucers, ten were dinner plates and five were bowls. From the beginning, the company produced items in the Blue Fluted pattern (known in Denmark as Musselmalet), which is still produced today. This pattern accounted for fifty-three pieces of the Royal Porcelain seen in the four latrines that were analysed in depth. There were also six pieces in the Blue Blomst pattern, three Indian Red, two Purple Blomst, and one ‘Turkish Cup’, these were a series of cups with four different decorative patterns produced between 1780 to 1800 (Grandjean 1962: 80). There was also one piece without any decoration.

Precise dating of individual pieces is almost impossible as date stamps were not used until 1935. However, there are still elements that narrow down the date of individual pieces such as painter’s marks, painting technique and colour of the porcelain itself (Dorenfeldt 2004; Grandjean 1962). From this it was clear that many of the pieces were produced in the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries. Even though it was not possible to precisely date all the Royal Porcelain pieces, it was clear that like the Chinese porcelain, many of them were of a significant age at the time of deposition.

Tea services were roughly twice as common as dining services in both Chinese and Danish porcelain, indicating a strong preference for using porcelain for drinking rather than eating. This may be due to factors such as price, or more cultural factors such as the ways in which guests were entertained. This preference was not seen in the English imported whitewares, although there was a strong preference for tea services amongst decorated pieces while dinner plates were more commonly undecorated.

Consumption and object biography

Consumption is not merely an economic phenomenon, but also falls within the social realm, where objects can play a role in maintaining social relations (Cook, Yamin and McCarthy 1996: 54). In that respect, understanding consumption is vital when using a finds assemblage to interpret a people and their culture. From looking at the condition of the finds and the context in which they were found, we can go some way to reconstruct the nature of their deposition in the latrines. However, by viewing the material as a whole, we can start to interrogate the assemblage and reveal a ‘signature’ of the modes of consumption, or the shopping pattern which was used to acquire the objects (Crook 2000: 25).

It was clear that many of the items found in the latrines, particularly much of the porcelain tablewares and the drinking glasses, were of a significant age by the time they were deposited, some perhaps a hundred years old. While it is possible that some of these items were passed down from older generations of the family, the number of individual vessels of such age and their appearance in all thirteen latrines, suggest this is not the case. If such items were being broken with such regularity their supply would have been exhausted before they reached this age. It is much more likely that much, if not the majority, of the porcelain tablewares and the drinking glasses were being acquired second-hand.

As each of the three large latrines investigated in depth represents up to sixteen households (four houses with four apartments), it is difficult to identify which particular household any one object originally belonged to (although the smaller latrine 1 does represent only a single household). Therefore, interpretations of the material will tend to concentrate on general patterns and group-wide trends, of which there were several. These include the preference for porcelain tea sets over plates and the consistent use of firing and shot glasses for the consumption of alcohol. Such trends, with their relation to drinking, may point to specific rituals for the consumption of certain drinks, especially in social situations, that encompass the whole community. With such a large amount of material, however, once these general trends have been identified it is possible to pick out anomalies. While a single anomaly might simply be a matter of coincidence, repeated anomalies may shed light on decisions made by individuals, or at least individual households, in relation to their acquisition of objects.

The presence of Blue Fluted Royal Porcelain in all latrines demonstrates a very clear trend and that this pattern was not only popular but also widely available. The occasional occurrence of other Royal Porcelain patterns are therefore anomalies. The only two items, both plates, with the Purple Blomst pattern (see Figure 13.5) were both found in latrine 12. Similarly, the only three pieces with the Indian Red pattern, two saucers and a milk jug, were all found in latrine 8. Beyond the Royal Porcelain, there were four tulip-form Chinese porcelain cups and two tulip-form saucers, all of which were from latrine 8. These anomalies were all distinctive items, easily spotted across all thirteen latrines, rather than only the four analysed in more depth, and suggest that more, subtler anomalies remain to be found in the material from the other nine latrines.
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Figure 13.5    Royal Copenhagen plate with Purple Blomst pattern. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.



Although one must be aware of the possibility that rare forms or patterns may cluster in one place by simple coincidence, it seems possible to infer from the several examples already identified as well as numerous other anomalies which were identified in the English tablewares, that some of these represent material from individual households. Accepting this inference, we see evidence of individual agency where specific people make decisions in their acquisition activities, or shopping, rather than simply following community-wide trends. These separate clusters of rarer patterns or forms indicate that people were deliberately acquiring sets of matching pieces of tableware. However, on closer inspection of these rarer sets, it is noticeable that there are still differences. The two Purple Blomst plates are of slightly different size and shape; the Indian Red pieces have differing coloured porcelain, and of the four tulip-shaped cups three had the same pattern, while one had a similar but distinctly different pattern. These little differences indicate that the sets were not all bought new at one time, rather they have been acquired over a period of time, perhaps to replace broken pieces, or they were acquired to build up a set, albeit a slightly mismatched one. Crook (Crook 2000: 23) suggests that such mismatched sets are a sign of shopping in market bazaars or second-hand stores. This conclusion is supported by the significant age of many of the pieces. Such patterns or anomalies were difficult to identify amongst the drinking glass as there was a much greater variation in styles, making the clustering of one particular style less clearly a sign of an individual’s deliberate desire for something different from the trend. Even within distinct styles, the variation inherent in mouth-blown glass made it difficult to identify meaningful indicators of differences in production date.

The porcelain and decorative stemmed glassware may indicate if not a middle-class lifestyle, then an imitation of genteel middle-class practices (Young 2010) especially related to food and drink. However, by the mid-nineteenth century with the advent of mass production and mass consumerism, it was easier and cheaper to acquire the material expressions of the genteel lifestyle. Though they may have participated in certain genteel practices, the residents of Nyboder were still overwhelmingly working-class. This working-class character might well be evidenced by the lack of cohesion in high-quality goods across all aspects of lifestyle; a lack of consistency in goods for both public and private use; and the age of the material demonstrating an inability to keep up with new fashions (Hayes 2014: 75). Though it is possible that the distinct nature of the Nyboder community may well have allowed it to create its own ideas about what was fashionable, based on what was available. This opens the door to seeing the Nyboder community as a form of subculture with distinct expressions of identity that vary from the rest of Copenhagen society, even the more working-class elements. However, significant comparative research using other similar assemblages would be needed before any conclusions could be drawn.

It may be assumed that all material items carry social meanings, something as true for a tribal community as it is for an industrial capitalist one (Douglas and Isherwood 1979: 38). With this in mind, by attempting to understand an object’s biography we might understand more about the ways in which meanings associated with the object change over its life course. As objects change, or simply age, through their life they can be viewed as accumulating histories, so that the significance of an object at any one time relates to the events to which it has been connected (Gosden and Marshall 1999: 170). Therefore, an object bought from a second-hand market will have attached different meanings than one inherited from a deceased relative due to the difference in that history.

In several ways, the new owner of a previously owned object may have different interactions with the object than the previous owner had. Distinct communities, even ones living close to one another, can interact with the same items in different ways, as Jervis discusses in relation to fragmented medieval coastal communities (Jervis 2017). In that way this distinctive Nyboder community would be likely to attach different meanings to the objects than individuals from a different community, even one also within Copenhagen. In addition to this, we must consider the extent to which an object is altered by being second-hand. It could be assumed that this automatically lowers its prestige, though this requires an observer to have knowledge of the mode of purchase. However, the act of acquiring an object via a middleman, in this case, a second-hand dealer, will almost certainly remove specific accumulated histories from the object, such as it being a wedding gift say, or its use at certain significant family events. In this way the second-hand porcelain tablewares and stemmed drinking glasses which were in frequent use, if the regularity with which they are broken is anything to go by, and on display in the cramped apartments of Nyboder, do not need to be seen as only a budget form, or impersonation, of a more middle-class gentility. While such associations with the tastes of wealthier Copenhageners are unlikely to be totally lost, the act of shopping for these items in specific places, filled with their own meanings and rituals, can allow the objects to be imbued with meanings separate from them and specific to the cultural world of the Nyboder community.

Conclusion

The excavations in Nyboder generated a fantastic resource of finds material relating to a very specific social group, which has the potential for many varied avenues of research. The porcelain and drinking glass represent just a small element of the entire assemblage, but their ubiquity across all the latrines demonstrates the spread of genteel dining and drinking practices across all sections of Copenhagen society. It can be tempting to view these markers of the genteel lifestyle, when seen in a working-class environment, as evidence of individuals attempting to appear middle-class, or taking part in a form of social competition with their neighbours (Prossor et al. 2012). The evidence from Nyboder, where we have evidence from all households in a given street, implies that such objects can perhaps also be seen as expressions of community identity rather than simply competition. The working-class status of the residents of Nyboder shows that the relationship between the assumed status of objects, such as porcelain and glass drinking vessels, and the social and economic status of the people who owned those objects is complex. The Nyboder community was clearly taking part in certain rituals of ‘genteel society’, but the specifics in performance of these rituals, in how one took tea with neighbours or drank schnapps with dinner for example, clearly varied considerably from those carried out in the larger, more luxurious homes of wealthier Copenhageners. It should be remembered though, that the residents of Nyboder were likely not simply defining themselves against wealthier communities, but also poorer ones, perhaps those in less stable working conditions. In this regard, the comparison of the Nyboder assemblage with similarly dated assemblages from elsewhere in Denmark could prove extremely useful in better understanding the variety and complexity of the expression of differing working-class identities.

The use of second-hand markets was the route into this genteel lifestyle, and to an extent, the residents of Nyboder were clearly restricted by the cost and availability of what they could purchase. However, the presence of mismatched, or almost matched, sets is evidence for individual agency and the expression of personal taste. Poorer sections of society were not simply acting in accordance with broader structural processes in their consumption of the wares of a globalizing and industrializing world but were active consumers making choices when the opportunity arose.

The age of many of the porcelain tablewares and glass, in this case, due at least in part to the use of second-hand markets, illustrates the danger of judging the status of archaeological finds devoid of their context. The Nyboder assemblage demonstrates the importance of secure, well-documented archaeological context when interpreting the relationship between objects and owners and that in so doing, it is possible to go beyond discussion of different socio-economic strata of society and talk about the nature of specific communities.
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CHAPTER 14

HIGH AND LOW IN THE CITADEL: MATERIAL CULTURE OF HIERARCHIES IN A DANISH MILITARY SITE

Niels Henrik Andreasen



Social and economic dimensions of military fortifications in peacetime

Military fortifications in peacetime were not simply passive structures but active agents in shaping the social and economic landscapes around them. While they could offer protection and stimulate local economies, they could also contribute to social hierarchies, economic disparities, and significant changes in urban and rural development patterns. Recent archaeological research on medieval and post-medieval military heritage in peacetime has focused on the interactions between soldiers and civilians in the barracks and their impact on the local economy (Curry 2018; Foy 2020). This development in examining military installations contributes to a more nuanced view of military culture in early modern society. Barracks not only served as infrastructure for housing military personnel and civilians but also as spaces where cultures, ideals, and routines of military life were cultivated and transmitted.

The exploration of archaeological artefacts from military fortifications offers a lens through which to view the social dynamics, class distinctions, and gender roles that characterized military communities from the late seventeenth to the early twentieth century. This period, spanning over two centuries, saw profound societal developments and changes in the social structure of armies, which were reflected in the daily lives of those residing within or near military installations. By examining material culture, archaeologists can glean insights into the stratified nature of military life, the gender roles within these fortified enclaves, and the status of soldiers and civilians based on their position within the military hierarchy or their relationship to it.

Military installations, particularly those of significant size, functioned as microcosms of broader societal structures, complete with their own internal class distinctions. Officers, often from the nobility or upper classes, would have had access to higher quality products and imported goods reflecting their status and wealth. In contrast, the lower ranks, composed predominantly of the working class, are expected to have used primarily locally produced or less refined goods. The archaeological record can reveal these differences through finds such as ceramics, glassware, and personal items. For example, finely made tableware in an officer’s quarters could contrast sharply with the simpler, utilitarian items in the barracks of enlisted men. Furthermore, dedicated military items like uniform buttons or insignia reflect rank and regiment, serving as tangible markers of the military hierarchy.

Fortifications, traditionally seen as male-dominated spaces, also housed women and families, particularly in peacetime. Women could be present as wives of officers or soldiers, as workers (e.g., laundresses, cooks), or in roles such as nurses. Artefacts that relate specifically to women or children – such as feminine personal items, toys, or smaller-sized shoes – can illuminate their lives within these sites. The presence of such items not only underscores the role of women in supporting military life but can also point to the ways in which gender norms and roles were maintained, challenged, or adapted in these settings.

The objective of this chapter is to explore whether a newly recovered assemblage of archaeological artefacts can add insights into class, gender, and status in a historical military fortification in Copenhagen.

A citadel on the outskirts of Copenhagen

The Citadel is a Renaissance fortress in the immediate outskirts of central Copenhagen (see general map at the front of this volume). It was built to protect the northern access to the city and was completed in 1664. It was the first permanent barracks to be built in Denmark. The construction of the Citadel is closely related to Frederik III’s introduction of absolute power in the early 1660s. With the fortress’s construction, the king gained a secure base against both external enemies and internal opponents of the new form of government. However, the planned construction of a royal castle inside the Citadel was never carried out.

The seventeenth century was marked by intense competition among European maritime powers (Boxer 1965; Crawley 2009). The Citadel represented the authority and military might of the Danish crown. It served as a symbol of power and control, both domestically and in the broader geopolitical context. Its visible presence and imposing architecture displayed the monarch’s ability to protect the realm and project strength. The Citadel played a crucial role in the defence of the city by providing artillery support to the sea fortifications and offering protection to Copenhagen from potential threats from the North. This enabled the monarchy to strengthen its commercial and naval activities, as well as impose trade-related tolls and tariffs.

The Citadel is one of Europe’s best preserved bastionary fortresses and is a Protected Monument under the Danish Museum Act. Most of the buildings in the Citadel today are original structures from the seventeenth century, with some modifications and additions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The overall layout covering 54,000 square metres is still largely unchanged.

The Citadel was damaged by floods following cloudbursts in 2011 and again in 2014. In several places, sections of the ramparts collapsed, and several floor surfaces inside the old buildings were destroyed. To protect the historic buildings and ramparts from future floods, the construction of an underground pumping station, overflow pool, and new sewage system was considered necessary at the Citadel. The project was supervised by the Museum of Copenhagen between 2019 and 2021, ensuring that the construction work was carried out in a way that respected and preserved the historical significance of the site. For two years, a small team of archaeologists closely monitored all invasive groundworks involving utility trenching and the construction of new surfaces throughout the Citadel. As part of the archaeological work, a large assemblage of artefacts was collected, many by metal detector. The Citadel’s dual significance as a protected monument and an active military site has safeguarded its rich content from being depleted by metal-detecting hobbyists, who often focus on military remains. While detectorists may have slowly drained other sites of their artefacts, the Citadel remains untouched by non-archaeological artefact collecting due to its special status.

Material finds: windows into the past

The methodology of the archaeological watching brief is described in detail in the excavation report (Hansen and Andreasen 2023). Artefact retrieval involved a combination of hand collection, water sieving, and metal detecting. Initially, every object, irrespective of its contextual significance, was cleaned and catalogued. However, as the fieldwork progressed, the archaeologists adopted a more selective approach, wherein stray ceramic pieces and other items were excluded from the final collection, reflecting a refinement in the criteria for what was considered relevant for further study, analysis, or preservation. The remaining objects were identified and catalogued. Table 14.1 summarizes the quantities of finds by category.

One of the aims of the archaeological work in the Citadel was to connect the artefacts discovered with the soldiers and civilians who once resided there, in order to provide a meaningful context for them. However, the nature of the construction work meant that all items were retrieved in open, communal spaces, having been either lost or discarded there. This widespread dispersion of artefacts across open areas made it challenging to trace them back to specific households with any certainty.

Another significant challenge involved pinpointing the origin of a massive, artefact-rich refuse dump from the early eighteenth century within the internal lakes of the Citadel’s eastern section (Krohn 1935).

If the dump was a byproduct of the Citadel’s everyday functions, it would indicate an internal source and provide insight into the consumption and discard patterns of its inhabitants. Conversely, if the refuse was intentionally brought in from outside the Citadel to fill the lakes, this would complicate interpretation as the material would not reflect the day-to-day life within the Citadel. The well-preserved material from the refuse dump includes items such as suede ladies’ gloves, high-quality slippers, intricately woven silk, and a woman’s fan made of tortoiseshell. These are refined accessories for a discerning wardrobe. The presence of turkey bones, a century following the introduction of this species to Denmark, is also broadly interpreted as an indicator of prestige, perhaps remnants of feasts abandoned by the elite. While this evidence points to an external source, it is impossible to determine with certainty whether the dump in the internal lakes originates solely from the Citadel or also includes refuse from the city. Written records show that in August 1722, Copenhagen’s citizens were ordered to transport horse dung and street sweepings to the Citadel, where disposal sites would be designated by the commandant (Nielsen 1892: 357). However, it cannot be confirmed or denied whether this directive was followed. Due to the ambiguous nature of this archaeological deposit in the Citadel’s inner lakes, it has been excluded from the considerations forming this chapter.

Table 14.1    Categories of finds recovered at the Citadel. The finds from the inner lakes are not included in this table, nor are cartridges and bullets as well as organic finds of leather, textile and wood



	Category
	No. of items



	Clay pipe
	287



	Ceramics
	246



	Glass
	30



	Buttons and buckles
	471



	Other personal items
	20



	Equestrian
	8



	Decoration
	16



	Decoration, stud buttons
	14



	Miscellaneous, fittings
	2



	Domestic
	38



	Toys and games
	11



	Crafts and businesses
	26



	Textile production
	18



	Indeterminate and misc.
	115



	Trade and transactions
	89



	TOTAL
	1391






It seems likely that all other retrieved finds came from the inhabitants of the Citadel. The gathered objects were found in layers beneath cobbled streets, organic fill layers, demolition deposits, and former gardens. The gardens served as inadvertent repositories of objects from throughout the Citadel. As times changed, the gardens were repurposed and accumulated layers of organic (including manure) and inorganic waste, such as cast-off household items. Whilst some of the objects may also have reached the gardens with rubbish via manuring, still others could be the result of casual loss.

When excluding cartridges, bullets, and other specific forms of ammunition, the remaining preserved materials are identical to civilian waste found outside the fortress and in the Citadel’s inner lakes, as mentioned previously. These ‘civilian dumps’ hold, when preservation permits, a variety of household items, animal bones, eggshells, fragments of footwear and apparel, as well as tools – all artefacts that reflect daily life, whether in a military or civilian setting.
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Figure 14.1    Metal detection on newly excavated stone paving. Photo: Copenhagen Museum.



Most common amongst the finds are clay pipes for smoking. The widespread presence of these artefacts across the entire site suggests that tobacco use was a prevalent aspect of male recreational behaviour. This suggests that smoking was a common leisure activity for the inhabitants, regardless of their specific roles or positions within the Citadel. Also common are Danish and German late red ware, English and German industrial ware, Dutch Delftware, and Danish tin-glazed faience.

The discovery of 1,700 artefacts using metal detectors resulted in a rich and varied collection of metal items. For practical reasons, the metal detector was programmed to discriminate against iron targets in areas with high metal clutter, thus restricting the discovery of iron artefacts. Ammunition in the form of cartridges and musket balls were found often, but there were also items normally associated with a domestic environment, e.g., keys, various qualities of cutlery, and tin plates.

It is interesting to note that artefacts associated with personal attire, such as buttons and buckles, were found often. The abundance of plain metal buttons implies their widespread use in uniforms. While only a minority of buttons bore regiment-specific markings, the overall quantity and uniformity suggest they were standardized issue for soldiers. A survey conducted among Danish metal detectorists around the country revealed that decorated buttons make up 40–75 per cent of their collections, which is in stark contrast to the 17 per cent found at the Citadel. The available information provides no indication that this result arises from a bias in collection practices, such as selectively preserving decorated buttons while neglecting plain ones. This substantial discrepancy raises questions about the possible reasons behind it, such as the socioeconomic status of peasants versus soldiers and military uniform regulations.

Shoes and fragments thereof for men, women, and children, dating from the late seventeenth century to the early eighteenth century, were retrieved. Among these is a girl’s shoe, featuring a stacked heel and numerous repairs. Another girl’s shoe shows distinctive wear patterns on the upper part of the toe – a sign of crawling. Instances of both fine craftsmanship and rough repairs, as well as combinations thereof, were observed on the whole assemblage of shoes from the Citadel. Many are exceptionally worn. Children’s toys and related items were also found.

Civilian life amidst military precedence

The Citadel was garrisoned by Danish and foreign-hired troops. A seventeenth-century roster includes comprehensive information about one of the early regiments in the Citadel, including soldiers rank, name, place of origin, and uniquely for a seventeenth-century document, details on their service duration, previous military experience, age, physical description, hair colour, and weaponry (Westerbeek-Dahl 2000). This exceptionally detailed record offers a vivid picture of the diverse and large regiment, numbering 1,510 men, that undoubtedly left a significant impact on the local community, for better or worse. Although the conscripted soldiers were considered professionals many originated in the seventeenth century from artisanal backgrounds unrelated to their martial vocation. Among these were printers, brewers, canvas makers, fishermen, hatters, bakers, millers, trimmings makers, rope makers, silk weavers, cobblers, and tailors. Additionally, the community included one scholar, a musician, a conjurer, and a vintner. Many of these men made effective use of their trades, and for good reason: The Citadel’s soldiers experienced significant economic hardship, to the extent that some resorted to begging. To supplement their inadequate army salaries, they were permitted, even encouraged, to seek employment in the city, although this came with the drawback of deductions from their already scant earnings.
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Figure 14.2    The bakery in the Citadel. Watercolour by C. V. Nielsen: The old bakery in the Citadel, seen from the Training Ground, approx. 1875. Original in the Copenhagen Museum.



Civilians living in the Citadel would have been involved in supporting and maintaining the infrastructure. This would have included tasks such as providing goods and supplies, performing cooking duties, and repairing any necessary facilities or equipment. Women also contributed, working as laundresses, cooks, or seamstresses. The lifestyle of these individuals would have been focused on fulfilling these support roles rather than direct military duties. Interaction between the two groups would occur in the context of supply and trade, with the military relying on the civilian population for resources that were not produced within the Citadel. The discovery of various tokens, weights, parts of scales, cloth seals, trade seals, and coins within the Citadel provides insights into economic activities of civilians and soldiers but also the broader exchange networks and social interactions within and beyond the military community.

As a historical military site, the Citadel’s archival records, such as official correspondence and personnel records typically reflect only a subset of the individuals present at the site, often omitting non-military personnel, local civilians, and transient inhabitants who may have interacted with or lived within the Citadel. Women and children who were present are mentioned only sporadically in records (Andersen 2017b). The inclusion of non-military personnel and women in the officers’ barracks shows that it served as a home for families and servants, rather than exclusively for officers. Documents show that a considerable number of the available rooms were occupied by persons who had little or nothing to do with the regiment. A document from July 1712 states that women occupied 20 per cent of the available rooms. There were, for instance, six widows of officers who occupied thirty-six rooms. Soldiers’ wives or widows also occupied twenty-four further rooms. This is an interesting example of women having achieved a considerable degree of status in a male-dominated military site. There were exceptions, of course, and some women were practically living on the brink of starvation when their soldier husbands were away on exercise or at war.

Despite the military setting, both soldiers and civilians found ways to maintain a semblance of normal life, including social gatherings, religious services, and relaxation. The establishment of social clubs in the nineteenth century, such as one codified by a ‘law’ in 1826, underscores a deliberate effort to enhance social cohesion and interaction among community members: ‘As the purpose of the society is mainly to bring together the inhabitants of the fortress for conversation and reading, any of the officers of the garrison, as well as the chaplain, cantor, organist, bread-baking contractor, controller of the bread-baking, and the company surgeons, can, without further election or balloting, enter as members of the society if they wish’ (Krohn 1938: 568, my translation). The inclusion of both the bread-baking contractor and the controller of the bread-baking in the list underlines that bread-baking at the Citadel was a significant and regulated activity. Bread was important and it was part of the pay for soldiers and other ‘King’s officers’, and a basic part of the diet. Around 1760, twenty-four soldiers were assigned to work in the bakery. From 1764, the bread-baking passed to civilian contractors, which was to last until 1849, when the military resumed direct control over the bread-making process (Andersen 2017a: 8).

A particularly noteworthy archaeological find from the archaeological watching brief is a one-piece cast brass signet seal. The motif on the imprint surface features a baker’s pretzel beneath a crown, flanked by the letters K and R(?). The seal has a perforation for suspension. The find of the baker’s seal implies that there was a system in place to ensure the quality and authenticity of the bread produced within the Citadel. While this points to the importance of bread as a staple food and the organization involved in its production and distribution within the community, it also symbolizes that some hierarchies within the Citadel transcended the traditional divide between civilian and military.

The inclusion of women in the occupancy of rooms at the Citadel shows their significant presence and role within the military community. Despite the male-dominated nature of the military site, these documents highlight the social and economic contributions of women, particularly as wives or widows of soldiers. The varying experiences of women, ranging from those who achieved status and influence, to those facing hardship and deprivation, reflect the complex dynamics of gender and social hierarchy within the Citadel.

The scarcity and ambiguity of artefacts specifically related to women in historical contexts often complicate the understanding of their roles and daily lives. Objects such as thimbles and needles, which may at first glance seem to be linked to women due to their association with sewing and domestic tasks, do not exclusively indicate female usage, since men engaged in tailoring and other needlework professions. The small size of some thimbles provides some clue towards identifying gender-specific artefacts.

During times of high prison demand, the city’s old penitentiary was overcrowded, leading to both military and civilian offenders being detained in the Citadel. Here, they would face extended periods of slavery on bread and water. Landowners could also dismiss lazy or drunken farmers without trial, and punishments for vagrancy and disorder were harsh, often involving extended periods of forced labour on minimal sustenance (Krohn 1950: 372). Offenders could occasionally earn royal pardon by becoming soldiers. Slaves were categorized as ‘honest’ or ‘dishonest’ – honest slaves had slightly better conditions and could be rented out, while dishonest slaves, often reprieved from death sentences, endured lifelong hard labour. This system ended in 1851 when slavery as punishment was abolished.

Designated quarters, such as the multipurpose Nordre Magasin, which originally included a bakery, later included prisoner and slave detention areas, as demonstrated by a 1710 directive to relocate prisoners for oven installation. By 1725, newly constructed prison lodging behind the church offered tiered daybeds. Notably, even individuals from higher social standings, such as Lieutenant Christian Lorentzen Frick in 1704, could be found among the slaves, underscoring the institution’s indiscriminate nature (Krohn 1950: 374). Despite slavery’s official abolition in the nineteenth century, its remnants lingered at the Citadel, with former slaves still employed for labour, highlighting the enduring impact of this practice.

Evidence of wealth disparity through material culture

The Citadel’s gardens, dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, served as exclusive leisure spaces for the military elite and select civilians. A map of these gardens reveals that specific parcels were designated for various figures of authority, such as the commandant, high-ranking officers, the chief medical officer, the master of the fortifications, the cantor, and the priest, with the Commander’s Garden being notably the most expansive. While not designed as garden landscapes per se, they were indicative of privilege, contrasting with the poverty and suffering often recounted in tales from the Citadel.

Inside the barracks, rank, privileges, and restrictions were continually reinforced through living arrangements, access to resources, and daily interactions. Many complaints arose about the quality of the quarters, and curiously, there was too little space for the military personnel, which underscored the persistent issue of inequality (Krohn 1927). Civilians who entered the barracks experienced first-hand the military’s overtly codified structure. They were subject to its rules, creating a different dynamic of inequality, particularly for contractors or employees who lacked military rank but were nonetheless crucial for support and operations.

The artefact assemblage, which dates to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, gives some indication of wealth within the Citadel. Luxury items are considered as indulgences or treats rather than necessities for basic living. Objects traditionally associated with wealth, such as fine ceramics, delicate glassware, silverware, expensive fabrics, decorative items, or personal hygiene accessories, can provide clues. Additionally, the quantity and diversity of objects found in a household can indicate the presence of wealthier individuals, as they owned a larger number of possessions reflecting their higher purchasing power and social status.

Tile stoves were typically found in the quarters of wealthy individuals or those in positions of authority. Therefore, a fragment of a tile stove indicates the presence of a high-ranking person or someone of similar social standing. Examples of smaller high-end personal items include a fob seal, cufflinks, buttons of pewter with coloured glass, decorative buckles, and imported pewter spoons. During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Chinese porcelain, especially coffee cups and saucers, was coveted by the affluent for its exotic beauty, serving as a symbol of sophistication and global awareness. Such items, indicative of one’s rank and wealth, were typical among higher-ranking officers and officials at the Citadel, contrasting starkly with the utilitarian objects used by common soldiers, who relied on locally sourced materials for their needs.

A shard of faience came from a dish or plate with a foot ring (x375). It displays remnants of figural decoration in blue paint, representing a man’s leg. The lower part of a small jar or vase, equipped with a set foot (x376), is painted on the exterior in a Chinese style, depicting, among other things, a seated man wearing pointed shoes. The intricacy and style of these artefacts imply that they were not everyday items for soldiers, but rather objects associated with a certain level of status or wealth, possibly used for more formal occasions.

A seal stamp (fob seal) has a signet plate in greenish glass, in which a figure is engraved, holding a bird, and leaning on a piece of furniture. Fob seals were often used for decorative purposes. These seals, often made from green glass, featured motifs from the classical world, imbuing them with a sense of ancient elegance and significant historical influence. Several winding keys for pocket watches from c. 1800–1900 were found in the same area as the seal.

An intriguing discovery includes a pair of identical spoons featuring round bowls and finials shaped like pinecones or strawberries, both crafted from tin-plated copper alloy. These spoons are emblematic of the soup spoons from the seventeenth century. On the underside of the spoon bowls, hallmarks denote an English manufacturer also renowned for various other spoon designs. The two spoons testify to the trade in metal goods between England and Denmark during the Renaissance. The spoons found their way to the Citadel and may have been used by one of the officers.
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Figure 14.3    Fob seal discovered during metal detecting. The seal features a signet plate made of greenish glass, engraved with a figure. c. 1750–1850. Photo: Copenhagen Museum.



Concluding thoughts

The lack of resources and limitations imposed by current legislation have prevented further analysis of the artefact assemblages and their contexts during the development-led watching brief at the Citadel. As a result, the observations and conclusions in this chapter are more intuitive than analytical, as they are not based on extensive data analysis.

Despite these obstacles, the material culture unearthed at both the Citadel and the civilian dump beyond its walls reveals a striking similarity. This highlights a notable fluidity between military and civilian life. The resemblance may stem from the exchange of goods, shared craftsmanship, or the adaptation of military items for everyday use. Such findings suggest a complex social structure within the Citadel that transcends a simple civilian-military binary.

Inside the Citadel, the daily lives of individuals, beyond their military duties, closely mirror civilian experiences. This suggests that consumption patterns and social interactions, despite different organizational roles, are influenced by similar needs and aspirations established by overarching socio-economic and cultural contexts. The removal of explicit military markers, such as cartridges and bullets, from the material culture reveals a close connection to civilian life. This calls for deeper exploration into these socio-economic conditions.

The Citadel, while inherently a military institution, occupied a ‘middle range’ of wealth, marked by the absence of extreme wealth or poverty. This reflects a unique socio-economic balance shaped by institutional structures that naturally created barriers to economic extremes. The hierarchical nature and standardized pay scales limited disparities in wealth, leading to a more moderate economic range. Material evidence suggests a modest level of wealth among inhabitants. A few high-status items indicate limited affluence among officers, thereby underlining the restricted material expressions within this constrained social hierarchy.

Furthermore, the presence of hierarchies beyond the traditional civilian-military divide hints at a sophisticated social and organizational framework. Power dynamics and authority do not strictly adhere to military ranks or civilian status. Instead, they intertwine roles, responsibilities, and powers, facilitating a governance system that adapts to the Citadel’s unique needs and context.

Despite the military’s image of strict hierarchy and discipline, the shared material culture with civilians implies a convergence of daily practices and needs. This convergence is further evidenced by soldiers engaging in side-jobs or trade within Copenhagen, blurring conventional boundaries between military and civilian life. The Citadel, thus, was intricately woven into the broader urban tapestry, highlighting an interdependent relationship with the civilian populace. Consequently, this raises compelling questions about the extent to which the military mirrored the socio-economic backgrounds and aspirations of the broader society from which it recruited. This shows that the military was simultaneously connected to and distinct from the larger socio-economic and class dynamics of civilian society.

Excavations in Copenhagen have yielded the largest collection of early modern artefacts in Denmark, with over 100,000 items recovered from refuse deposits in Frederiksstaden dating back to the eighteenth century. Notable excavation sites include Kultorvet and the Metro project. Despite these significant finds, the near absence of systematically collected metal artefact assemblages in Copenhagen’s post-medieval archaeological contexts poses a considerable obstacle to conducting comparative analyses. This limitation hampers our understanding of the complete range of practices and lifestyles within the city. However, the growing emphasis on using metal detectors during archaeological excavations, especially in projects led by museums within urban settings, offers a promising solution. This approach is likely to reveal a greater number of metal artefacts, thereby enriching our comparative datasets and deepening our understanding of the issues presented above.
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CHAPTER 15

SHERDS FROM RURAL CROFTS TO SCANDINAVIAN METROPOLES: EARLY MODERN NORDIC GLASS FINDS AS INDICATORS OF POVERTY AND PLENTY

Georg Haggrén



Glass vessels were certainly not essential items for people living in Northern Europe during the early modern era. There were several easily accessible alternative materials, such as ceramics, wood, and different metals. Everyone could live without glass vessels, which have been considered to be exclusive items that common people could hardly afford. Old museum collections consisting of such items support this picture. However, there is a sharp contrast between these old museum collections and the growing archaeological corpus. The number of archaeological glass finds from recent excavations shows that in the early modern era, glass beakers, goblets, and tumblers were part of the material culture among not only the nobility and wealthy merchants but also many others.

Glass vessels were – and still are – fragile and therefore risky investments. They were easily broken, and the broken fragments were worthless to the user. Everyday glass vessels that have survived unbroken through the centuries are rare not only in royal and noble collections but also in cultural historical collections of national museums or large North European city museums, where carefully kept exclusive items and fancy rarities are represented much better. This fact has fed the assumption that only the rich had glass. The aims of this paper are to review the evidence of glass from old museum collections and then contrast it to the evidence from archaeological excavations and using case studies from selected urban and rural sites to give an insight into the composition of glass vessel assemblages.

Vessel glass in old museum collections

In the following, I will discuss three examples of glass collections. In Scandinavia, the Danish Royal Collection offers an overview of exclusive goblets and even several curiosities showing the skills of early modern master glassblowers, engravers, and painters. In the royal Danish court, exclusive glass items were collected for display, and in the 1710s King Frederik IV ordered one of the rooms in the Castle of Rosenborg in Copenhagen to be designed and furnished as a Glass Cabinet. This room has survived, and to this day it is filled with richly decorated Venetian glass and glass á la façon de Venise from the seventeenth century, as well as cut and engraved Bohemian, Saxon, and Silesian glass from the eighteenth century. During the second half of the eighteenth century, these foreign masterpieces were complemented by engraved domestic goblets and other tableware made in Norwegian glasshouses, especially in Nøstetangen (Boesen 1960; Villumsen Krog 1995).

Skokloster is a noble palace built by the Swedish Field Marshal Carl Gustaf Wrangel and his wife Anna Margareta von Haugwitz in the period from the 1650s to the 1670s. The palace was inhabited by his descendants until the early twentieth century. A large collection of exclusive high-quality vessel glass has survived in this aristocratic household located some fifty kilometres from Stockholm. Here one can still find some early modern Venetian glass, followed by high-quality glass á la façon de Venise, enamelled and gilded German tableware as well as cut and engraved vessels from the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries (Nisbeth 1993).

Kungsholmen glassworks (1686–1815) was the most famous eighteenth-century glasshouse in Sweden. In these glassworks located in Stockholm, many products were made for the needs of the royal court as well as the Swedish high nobility and the richest merchants in the city. A few dozen examples of Kungsholmen’s products have been preserved in old museum collections. Based on those items, Kungsholmen is renowned for its high-quality glass, especially exclusive cut and engraved goblets (Seitz 1936).

The uppermost classes of the Scandinavian kingdoms were not only consumers of vessel glass, but they also invested in glass production. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the royal families of Denmark and Sweden founded several of the oldest Scandinavian glasshouses with the aim of satisfying the need for vessel glass in their courts. The Danish Kings Frederik II and Christian IV had glassworks of their own, which is why they could afford to have thousands of beakers and goblets broken in royal festivities. For example, 35,000 beakers and goblets were ordered for the coronation of Christian IV in 1596 (Jexlev, Riismøller and Schlüter 1970; Kock 2010; Troels-Lund 1934: 208–15). In Sweden, King Gustav I founded a glasshouse in Stockholm in the 1550s, and his son Johan III had another one started in Bryggholmen in Uppland in the 1580s. A younger son of King Gustav, Duke Carl, future King Carl IX, established glasshouses of his own, first in Nyköping in the 1580s and then in Sundby close to Örebro in the 1590s (Henricson 2016; Järlgren 1980; Karlenby 2010; Seitz 1933: 89–93, 98–102).

In both Denmark and Sweden, the high nobility followed the example of the royal families. In Denmark, for example, Enevold Jensen Seefeld and Sten Bille had invested in glass production already in the late sixteenth century (Jexlev, Riismøller and Schlüter 1970; Kock 2010). Some Swedish aristocrats like Carl Carlsson Gyllenhielm, Jacob de la Gardie, and Gabriel Oxenstierna did the same during the first half of the seventeenth century. Until about 1650, almost all of the glasshouses in Scandinavia were run by the national elite (Hansson 2010; Henricson 2023; Roosma 1966).

Compared to ceramics and different kinds of metal vessels, glass items are much rarer in old museum collections, and exclusive items and high-quality glass are overrepresented. This view has been complemented by early modern paintings, such as Dutch and Flemish still lives, where glass vessels together with, for example, exotic fruits and seafood have been placed in exclusive table settings. It has been easy to interpret these paintings as visualizing only the life of the high nobility or the wealthy middle class. For some reason, before the eighteenth century, both ceramic and glass vessels are rarely listed in written sources, such as customs records and different kinds of inventories (Haggrén 1999). Based on all this evidence, glass vessels have consequently been interpreted as expensive and rare items used almost exclusively by the nobility or urban upper classes in the early modern Scandinavian context.
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Figure 15.1    An example of exclusive engraved glass vessels made in the Kungsholmen glass house (Stockholm, Sweden): a late Röhmer glass made in 1717 (M 8127). Photo: Jörgen Ludwigsson/ Småland’s Museum’s Collections, Växjö.



An example from the 1930s characterizes the old view regarding utility glass in Scandinavia during the early modern era. In 1932, when fragments of green octagonal Passglasses were unearthed in the excavations on the site of the short-lived glasshouse of Trestenshult (c. 1628 to 1631) in Småland in Sweden, the vessel type was characterized as not unique but rare. No parallels in museum collections were found, but Heribert Seitz managed to identify a parallel on a cheerful self-portrait by the famous Dutch painter Rembrandt van Rijn depicting him with his wife Saskia in 1635 (Hansson 2010; Seitz 1933: 94–6). New archaeological finds made after the 1930s have shown that Passglasses were in fact the most common beer glasses used in Scandinavia as well as large areas of northwestern Europe in the early seventeenth century. Today we know that whenever archaeologists excavate early modern cultural layers at urban sites in Scandinavia, they probably find some fragments of Passglasses (Haggrén 2010; Henricson 2003).

Early modern vessel glass: the archaeological record

Before the late twentieth century archaeological excavations at early modern sites were uncommon, and if there were such excavations, the research focus was seldom on the finds. Thus, with a few exceptions (such as Bryggen in Bergen, Norway), not very many fragments of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century glass vessels ended up in archaeological collections before the 1980s. In the last few decades, this situation has changed. New excavations following modern methods, such as sieving and systematic collecting of finds, have begun to provide a completely new perspective on vessel glass used in the past. Today we have archaeological evidence from metropoles like Copenhagen (Metro City Ring excavations) and Stockholm (e.g. Slussen excavations), other large towns with lively ports (e.g. Göteborg, Kalmar, and Norrköping in Sweden, Bergen in Norway, Helsinki and Turku in Finland), some small towns, some parsonages in Finland, Norway, and Sweden, and rural hamlets and villages consisting of a few rural crofts (Sweden).

Large excavations carried out by the Helsinki City Museum took place from 1989 to 1993 in the old town of Helsinki, founded in 1550 and deserted soon after 1640. Archaeologists were surprised by the large amount of vessel glass even during fieldwork. There were numerous fragments of Passglasses and Röhmer (Roemer) glasses as well as from some rarer kinds of beakers. These were complemented by fragments of a couple of goblets á la façon de Venise and enamelled Humpens. Maybe the most surprising result from Old Helsinki was that instead of a few lone examples, the finds assemblage from one dwelling alone consisted of fragments of at least ninety-nine different Passglasses. Today we know that the high number of Passglass finds is far from unique. In the former Danish town of Varberg, eleven more or less complete Passglasses were found in a single well excavated in the early 1980s (Haggrén 1994; Haggrén 2010; Jonsson and Ullberg-Loh 1984).

Several other excavations have resulted in similar find assemblages at places such as Turku in Finland, Falun, Kalmar, Nya Lödöse and Stockholm in Sweden, Bergen in Norway, and Copenhagen in Denmark. In all these towns, fragments of Passglasses are common finds in contexts dating from the 1520s to the 1650s. Green fragments of Passglasses are accompanied by a number of green and turquoise sherds of Röhmer glasses. However, the latter are hardly ever as numerous as the Passglass finds. High octagonal Passglasses were used especially as beer beakers, whereas Röhmer glasses were made for drinking white wine. Beer was the most common beverage for everybody, while white wine imported from Germany was affordable only to a few (Haggrén 2002; Haggrén 2010; Henricson 2003).

One of the few exceptions is the town cellar in Bergen, where fragments of dozens if not hundreds of Röhmer glasses have been found. This was a place where German merchants gathered. Most of them were fond of Rhenish white wine that they were accustomed to drinking back in their Hanseatic home towns. This site was excavated in the early twentieth century, when such Röhmer finds were thought to be medieval. Luckily, based on this incorrect dating, also these early modern finds were taken into museum collections. Today this is probably the largest individual assemblage of Röhmer finds in Northern Europe (cf. Grieg 1930).

Glass finds from two capital cities

From 2010 to 2015 large urban excavations related to the Metro City Ring took place in Copenhagen. These excavations revealed a vast number of fragments of glass vessels used by the townspeople from the sixteenth to early nineteenth centuries. Passglasses and early Röhmer glasses, together with some domestic green beakers and goblets, were popular among the townspeople in Copenhagen. Soon after the middle of the seventeenth century, domestic glass production was on the decline in Denmark. Passglasses were replaced by slender Humpen glasses made of colourless glass and the early Röhmer glasses by a new model decorated with raspberry prunts. At the same time, more and more beakers and goblets á la façon de Venise imported from Dutch and German glasshouses found customers among the urban middle class of Copenhagen. It has to be emphasized that the fragments of vessel glass á la façon de Venise found in the excavations represent more modest models than those in the royal collections in the Castle of Rosenborg. As a whole, the find assemblage from the Metro City Ring excavations shows that in the seventeenth century, wealthy residents of Copenhagen used different glasses for different beverages. Their set of drinking glasses was often complemented by flower vases usually made of bluish milk glass. The import of everyday glass tableware was supplemented by wine bottles made in Holstein, a German province governed by the King of Denmark. These first-class wine bottles carried seals with symbols demonstrating sympathies towards the Dutch Republic, the dukes of Orange, or the kings of Denmark, which shows that they were originally produced for Dutch or Danish customers (Haggrén, Whatley and Dahlström 2020; Henkes 1994: 292–9; Poser 2004).

In the first half of the eighteenth century, German glass sellers importing Bohemian and German glass dominated the markets in Copenhagen (Jexlev 1971). In the 1740s the first glasshouses were founded in Norway, which in those days was part of Denmark. The large-scale production of Norwegian factories satisfied the needs of the townspeople in Copenhagen. Large numbers of broken and discarded goblets and tumblers made in Norway were dumped in the moats and rubbish pits of the city. In contrast to the Norwegian table glass in the old museum collections, the glasses used in the Danish capital were rarely decorated by engraving or gilding (Haggrén, Whatley and Dahlström 2020: 206–11).

In addition to Copenhagen, Stockholm was the only other capital city or metropole in Scandinavia in the early modern era. Large excavations at Helgeandsholmen from 1978 to 1983 and at Slussen from 2013 to 2023 have revealed huge numbers of glass finds. Here the overview is similar to that in Copenhagen. Passglasses and Röhmer glasses were the most common beakers, followed by table glass á la façon de Venise. In the sixteenth century, most of the vessel glasses were imported, but in the seventeenth century, especially Passglasses but also Röhmer glasses were made in domestic glasshouses. Starting from the 1640s, also glass á la façon de Venise was made in glassworks founded by Melchior Jung in Stockholm. In 2021 a small assemblage found close to his glassworks offered an overview of the production of his factory. This assemblage consisted of fragments of beakers and goblets made á la façon de Venise. Some of them were made of colourless glass of comparatively low quality, others were in bright colours like blue, brown, purple, and lacquer red. This new find has made it possible to identify plenty of earlier finds in various colours. For some decades Melchior Jung’s glass factory was the largest in Sweden, and it seems that its products were distributed not only within Stockholm but also to smaller towns (Kockum, Haggrén and Johansson 2023: 56–73).
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Figure 15.2    Typical early modern beakers found in Bergen (Norway). A Röhmer glass from the late sixteenth and another from the late seventeenth century together with a Passglass dating to about 1550 to 1650. Röhmer glasses were typical wine beakers and Passglasses were mostly used when drinking beer. Archaeologists find fragments of Passglasses from every kind of settlement while those of Röhmers indicate the presence of upper classes or wealthy middle classes. Photo: Stein Skare/Bergen Museum, Bergen.



Two urban case studies

Most of the glass finds from the largest excavations in Copenhagen and Stockholm are from secondary contexts like dumps, backfills, and the former seabed. New finds assemblages from some smaller towns provide opportunities for an overview of vessel glass in individual urban households or plots. Among these are the excavations carried out in a quarter called Gesällen in Kalmar (Sweden) and on the Market Square in Turku (Finland).

In the Gesällen quarter, we can compare a dozen whole plots during a period covering some 150 years. The area was settled soon after 1650, when the town was transferred to a new location on the island of Kvarnholmen. It has been possible to identify people living on all of these plots at least since the early eighteenth century. Most of the inhabitants here belonged to the lower urban middle class. They were artisans, civil servants, retailers, seamen, and so on. Table glass was used by all families already in the earliest phases or during the second half of the seventeenth century. Most of the glasses were small beakers used for drinking vodka or larger ones meant for drinking beer. In a few households, there were isolated fragments of seventeenth-century Röhmer glasses or Bohemian goblets favoured when drinking wine. One of the plots yielded fragments of so many glasses imported from Germany and the Netherlands that the family living there in the late seventeenth century probably had close trade contacts with foreign countries (Haggrén 2014; cf. Tagesson and Carelli 2016).

The number of beakers and goblets in all the households in the quarter of Gesällen increased during the eighteenth century. Now, colourless tumblers were introduced in addition to beakers and goblets. One could drink vodka or beer from tumblers, but they were meant especially for drinking water. In the eighteenth century, people drank water not only when they were thirsty but also for health reasons. Mineral water treatments and visiting spas became popular among the upper classes, but this habit was far from unknown also among the urban middle classes. In addition to fragments of humble tumblers, a couple of the plots also provided sherds of Bohemian or German drinking glasses decorated with Chinese motifs like pagodas. Another piece of evidence for the consumption of healthy spa water is a green bottle seal with the coat of arms of the Waldeck-Pyrmont family together with the text ‘PYRMONT WATER’, which means that the flask has been used to import water from the famous spa of Pyrmont in Hesse in Germany. Identical seals are not uncommon finds from excavations at Scandinavian sites dating to the eighteenth century (Haggrén 2014; Kosler 1998: 177–80).

In the early years, most of the glass used in Scandinavia was imported, but just like in Norway, beginning from the middle of the eighteenth century, domestic production of glass also increased in Sweden including Finland. Two of the new Swedish glassworks, Casimirsborg and Kosta, were located in the province of Småland surrounding Kalmar. During the second half of the eighteenth century, not only did the amount of table glass increase but also other kinds of utility glass were introduced among the townspeople living here. In the late eighteenth century the inhabitants invested in bowls, dishes, and jars made of cheap green glass. Glass vessels are easy to wash and keep clean, which made the material suitable for activities related to dairy products. Some of the late eighteenth-century fragments are probably from brown and green bowls and jars used to store or serve milk-based drinks or food products (Haggrén 2014).

In Turku, the largest town in Finland, large excavations were carried out from 2018 to 2022 in an urban area rather similar to the quarter of Gesällen. Also here, at the site called Market Square, the excavations covered an area where a new town plan was drawn up in the middle of the seventeenth century. As in Kalmar, archaeologists could follow people living in several plots from the 1650s to the early nineteenth century, or more precisely up to the great fire of Turku in September 1827. The glass assemblages in the households settled by the lower urban middle class are surprisingly similar to those in the quarter of Gesällen. On one of the plots, three middens from different periods have been excavated. The earliest one is from the 1650s to the 1670s, the second one from the early seventeenth century, and the third from the 1810s to the 1820s. People living on the plot had some beakers and bottles already in the middle of the seventeenth century, but half a century later the number of vessel glass fragments in the same plot was much higher, and the family living here in the early nineteenth century left behind fragments of dozens of glass vessels. Similar to Kalmar, from the 1740s onward, several new glassworks were founded in the vicinity of the town (Haggrén 2024; Uotila et al. 2021).

Evidence from rural sites

The number of vessel glass finds in early modern urban contexts has been much higher than previously suggested. Recent excavations at rural sites have shown that at least some peasants also invested in glass vessels from the seventeenth century, if not earlier. At some sites, like a prosperous peasant dwelling also used as an inn in Pernaja (SE Finland), fragments of several Passglasses have been found (Pellinen 2021). The finds of vessel glass at this site were not exceptional even if their number was high. Tuuli Heinonen has shown that Passglasses, together with other glass beakers, were not unknown among peasants in other early modern rural villages in the coastal areas of Southern Finland. Quite to the contrary, the peasants were more or less familiar with using glass beakers at least on some occasions (Heinonen 2021: 113, 123, 132–3, 156, 189). On the other hand, at the large excavations in Lahti in the interior of Finland, hardly any glass fragments older than the eighteenth century were found (Haggrén 2022). The material culture inland was different from that in the coastal areas where the inhabitants had regular contacts with urban hubs and were more used to different kinds of imported items.

In the interior of Sweden, vessel glass seems to have been more common than the case of Finland. Stig Welinder has excavated a couple of small farms established and settled by migrated Finns in the province of Dalarna. Fragments of Passglasses and some other beakers have been found at these single farms or hamlets. However, this is not the case at all the sites settled by Forest Finns. Namely, it seems that some of them did not own any glass vessels at all (Nordin 2021: 152–4; Welinder 2014).

Rural crofts settled in the seventeenth or eighteenth century have also recently come into research focus. A couple of such crofts (Sw. torp) located close to the Baltic coast in Sweden have produced glass finds dating to the early modern era. In Täckeråker in Västerhaninge in Södermanland, a sherd of a blue bossed beaker was found together with fragments of a couple of Passglasses. Bossed beakers were not uncommon in Germany or the Netherlands, but they are seldom found in Scandinavia (Jonsson and Duncan 2015: 31). Excavations at another croft called Snapptuna in Vallentuna in Uppland revealed rather similar finds dating to the seventeenth century: fragments of four Passglasses and colourless sherds of a Waffel beaker. The latter is another beaker common in England, the Netherlands, and Germany but fairly rare in Scandinavia. One particularly interesting find was fragments of a brown beaker probably made in Melchior Jung’s glassworks in Stockholm (1654–78). Much more surprising was a sherd of a Röhmer glass, which is an extremely rare find at a rural site (Haggrén 2021: 1506–7).

Conclusions

Until the late twentieth century, scholars interpreted glass vessels as exclusive items in Scandinavia during the early modern era. This inference was based on old museum collections consisting almost solely of rare and expensive items and the fact that glass vessels were more or less a luxury and could not be considered as essential items for anybody.

This view has recently been challenged by new archaeological finds. Until recently, archaeologists hardly ever excavated early modern sites, but during the last few decades the situation has changed. New excavations have resulted in an increasing number of glass finds dating to the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. Now we know that glass vessels gained popularity among common urban residents as early as the sixteenth century, even though initially all the glass was imported and until the middle of the seventeenth century all the domestic glasshouses were run by the high nobility or royal families. Peasants and even some landless people in rural villages and crofts were also familiar with glass beakers. However, it must be stressed that in urban contexts, finds of glass vessels might be numerous, while at rural sites they usually seem to have been much more occasional. Also the variety of different vessel types was much broader in urban than in rural contexts.
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Figure 15.3    Fragments of a humble brown beaker dating to the second half of the seventeenth century and found in a rural croft in Molnby (Uppland) close to Stockholm. The beaker is probably made in Melchior Jung’s glass house in Stockholm. Photo: Georg Haggrén/Arkeologikonsult Ab.



Beginning from the 1740s there was a remarkable increase in the volume of domestic glass production in Scandinavia. New glasshouses were founded in Norway and Sweden including Finland. As a result, glass vessels soon became cheaper and much more affordable than previously. Soon even the poorest gained the opportunity to acquire some glass vessels.

Vessel glass illustrates not only the material culture but also drinking habits. Glass vessels were related to beverages, and different glasses were used for different drinks. Fragments of wine glasses indicate the presence of upper classes, while sherds of beer, schnapps, and water glasses might be found almost anywhere.

Thousands of fragments of beakers and tumblers that archaeologists have collected from their excavations during the recent decades have shown that in the early modern era, vessel glass was at least occasionally used by almost everybody. At the same time, some vessel types that were previously classified as rarities have proved to be common and typical for the era in which they were in use. The fragility of glass explains why practically none of these humble pieces of utility glass have survived through the ages. The minimum thickness of the glass on the body often was less than 1 mm, and they might easily break even when handled with care. The lifespan of vessel glass was thus short, usually shorter than that of ceramic vessels. Even if we can assume that poor people handled their rare glass items with care, a glass was seldom in use for decades. The ones that have survived through the centuries were among the most exclusive and expensive items already from the very beginning. Because of their nature, they have been carefully kept and stored, which explains why they are significantly overrepresented in royal and noble palaces as well as in old museum collections.
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CHAPTER 16

COMPLEXITY OF DEFINING MATERIAL WEALTH AND STATUS OF THE DECEASED: POST-MEDIEVAL FUNERARY ATTIRE IN BURIALS FROM NORTHERN OSTROBOTHNIA, FINLAND

Sanna Lipkin



Introduction

In this article, I will explore the complex relationship humans have with material items. The quality and amount of burial clothing, grave goods and coffin furniture often relate to wealth and status. However, they may equally reflect the strength of social and emotional bonds with the deceased or with specific items. In other words, a poor but well-loved person may have a rich burial, while a wealthy person may be buried with worn-out or inexpensive, seemingly ‘worthless’, items. In the following, I will examine the extent to which both a person’s status and emotional bonds with others, as well as items themselves, are reflected in the material wealth found in archaeological burial textiles from rural villages in Post-Medieval northern Ostrobothnia, Finland (Figure 16.1). Finland was a province of Sweden until 1809, when it became an Autonomous Grand Duchy under Russia. Swedish laws and burial customs were followed in the eastern province, and largely the same practices regarding burying continued during the early nineteenth century.

In Europe, consumption, merchandise, piety and ego were interconnected as early as the Middle Ages, and Christianity offered individuals the opportunity to express identity through consumption of material. Especially for priests and their families, Christianity was important in building identity. Differences in social order were crucial as social classes were believed to have been ordained by God. To visually distinguish between the classes, sumptuary laws were enacted to regulate clothing (Modée 1774: 7142–7; Pylkkänen 1982: 26–37). The class to which buried individuals belonged was evident from their burial place – whether inside the church or outside in the churchyard – as well as from the coffins and funerary attire. In Sweden, common people, such as servants and craftspeople who did not belong to any of the official classes (nobility, clergy, merchants and peasants), were often buried outside the churches. Inside the churches, priests and nobility were buried closer to the altar than other classes. This location was considered the best because it was closest to God (Paavola 1998: 30–46).

In Sweden, due to mercantile policies and support for domestic industries, excess consumption was regulated by laws, which also applied to funerary attire. The deceased were dressed according to the same class-based rules as the living. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, more elaborate fabrics were used to dress the dead (Rimpiläinen 1971: 244), and sumptuary laws from 1664 and 1668 forbade the burial of priests and their family members in clothes decorated with gold, silver or silk lace, or any other kind of lace. In addition, a new church law enacted in 1686 aimed to fight against luxury (Kircko-Laki ja Ordningi 1686 [1986]). It ordered that ‘in burial, everyone must follow the law, behave according to their own class, and forsake expensive coffins and funeral garments’. Earlier laws had already regulated unnecessary luxury, but the new laws prohibited decorating the coffin and using silver, gold, lace, gemstones, jewellery or beads in attire (Pylkkänen 1955: 35; Rimpiläinen 1971: 198–9, 207–8). The sumptuary laws defined the greatest differences between classes by the material, quality, and degree of ornamentation in funerary attire; the upper classes were allowed to wear more elaborate clothes and accessories than the common people (Modée 1746: 7142–7; Pylkkänen 1955: 35).
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Figure 16.1    Hailuoto, Haukipudas, Keminmaa and Oulu are located in northern Ostrobothnia, Finland. The eighteenth-century map shows that Hailuoto (Carlön) used to consist of three different islands. Islands that are located in front of Oulu (Uleåborg) have since merged together. Left: based on map on https://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Finland_locator_map.svg; Right: Charta öfver Österbotten och Caianebo[r]gs län (Kansallisarkisto).



Archaeologically investigated burials largely indicate that the social class and status of the deceased were significant in burying practices. It was important to act according to one’s class and follow the enacted laws, which guided coffin preparation. Research has focused on the wealth and value of fabrics in the burials of priests and their families, as many of the preserved burials and funerary items belonged to them. Priests’ children’s burials have been especially accessible because they were often the last to be buried below church floors. Their coffins were not typically covered with soil when the tradition of church burials ended, resulting in their well-preserved state (Lipkin, Kallio-Seppä and Väre 2018). In rural churches, most officers and farmers were also buried below church floors, and many of the burials from Keminmaa, Haukipudas and Hailuoto, the sites examined in this article, belong to members of these classes. Ordinary everyday clothing items in some of these burials may reflect the importance of personal bonds to possessions both in life and death. In addition, as people do not always act as strictly according to orders and expectations, this article also explores why certain individuals were not buried according to their social classes or in line with the law.

Material wealth, value, and social and emotional bonds with material culture

This article explores the intersection of material wealth, status and social and emotional bonds. Material wealth encompasses both the quantity of objects a person or a family possesses as well as their quality and value. Poverty is often defined as a lower standard of living and lack of material wealth. As a concept, poverty can be regarded as something that is defined by the people experiencing it and those observing it. While some measurements of poverty can be striking, other measurements may not be as revealing. For an individual’s well-being, self-identification of poverty is probably more substantial than the definition that is given by others (Simpson Reeves, Parsell and Liu 2020).

In the past, even after industrialization, textiles were expensive to acquire. This was due to the time-consuming nature of textile-making, which involved multiple steps: selecting fibres, processing them, spinning, weaving, sewing and finishing. Although machines were used in some parts of the production, shipping expenses often increased the cost of textiles. In addition to industrially produced fabrics, many textiles and accessories were handmade. Consequently, even ordinary fabrics were usually expensive and were worth repairing and using until they were no longer usable. Used and old textiles were also considered valuable (Jarva and Lipkin 2014). In northern Finland, archaeological evidence shows that clothes and other textile items were used for extended periods and often mended. Fabric was repurposed for use in privies, and rags were torn into fibres and used to make paper (Lipkin 2015; Suomela and Lipkin 2024).

One could assume that the poorest of the poor could not acquire valuable and expensive products that people desired. In addition, sumptuary laws prohibited the lower classes from using finer fabrics, and common people were supposed to wear clothes made of homespun wool. Silk was only allowed in smaller accessories such as caps and scarves (Pylkkänen 1982: 26–8). However, being ‘poorer’ or of different class did not prevent people from accessing or owning high-quality fabrics or garments. They did not exclusively wear home-made fabrics (King and Payne 2002: 2). Sumptuary laws even allowed the mistress of the houses to pass down unfashionable or old garments to their servants (Modée 1746: 927). Clothing items listed in probate inventories of maids from Oulu reveal that they owned valuable clothes, and in everyday life, mistresses and servants dressed similarly (Kuokkanen 2014). During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe, the poor had significant opportunities for self-expression through their clothing, making it difficult to distinguish between the poor and the rich based solely on clothes. In large cities such as London, the poor could purchase second-hand clothes, and there was also a market for stolen clothes in the late eighteenth century (King and Payne 2002).

The materials and production methods used in textiles significantly impact their value. Quality is linked not only to the rarity of materials used but also to the skill and professionalism of the maker. In textile research, quality is often associated with the value of items. However, value is not fixed or static, but it is a relative concept influenced by various factors and what people desire 1) in material properties, 2) in rarity, expensiveness, and exclusivity, 3) in sensory appeal, 4) in objects biographies, and 5) through fungibility, which is enabled by standardized products and systemized pricing in exchange of obligations, reciprocal payments and debts (Christiansen, Hammarlund and Ciszuk 2014; Harris 2017; Lipkin 2012: 51, 82–3, 105–7). Moreover, quality is not only evident in the material properties of textiles. The biographies of objects link items to people and places, social relationships related to items as well as their complex usage history (Harris 2017).

Emotional and social bonds can also be fundamental to an item’s value, both as personal belongings and as representations of ideals and ideas on relationships (Bell, Väre and Lipkin 2024; Lipkin, Väre and Bell 2024). Items may be associated with emotion-filled memories representing important social relationships. Gifts received from significant people can symbolize emotional bonds with the giver, even if the item itself lacks intrinsic value. For example, a man who lived on Hailuoto during the nineteenth century was deeply attached to his old sweater knitted and given to him by his childhood friend. In the village, it was expected that the man and his friend would marry, but this never happened, and he lived alone for his entire life. The story of the sweater is now told on a poster next to the sweater, which is displayed at the Crafts Museum of Finland. The narrative explains that the man never discarded the sweater or wore another. Even though his relatives gave him new sweaters, he cut them up to patch his old one. Eventually, the sweater was covered with more patches than its original knitted surface. In this way, the sweater became a representation of complex emotional bonds and relationships (Lipkin, Väre and Bell 2024).

In the following, I will examine the wealth and value of fabrics and accessories, and explore how various aspects of value are visible in some northern Ostrobothnian burials in Finland.

Wealth in the burials of priests and their children from Keminmaa and Haukipudas

A good example of high-quality fabrics used in burials is found in the cloth remains of Vicar Nikolaus Rungius (c. 1560–1629) from St Michael’s Church in Keminmaa. Rungius, who served as the vicar of Kemi parish, was likely overweight, suffered from disorders associated with affluence, and ate a protein-rich diet consisting of fish, game, and domestic animals. As a vicar, he collected significant tithes, including luxury products such as fur and salmon. The fragmentary remains of his funerary attire attest to his high status within the community. The presence of luxurious and sumptuous commodities in his burial reflects his family’s wealth and ability to conduct a burial fitting for his priestly class. Among the preserved fragments, knee-length, very fine-quality flax stockings were found on his mummified skin. In addition, fragmentary traces of fine-quality nettle fabric, possibly from a funerary shirt, were discovered on his upper body. Two other fragments of nettle and cotton fabrics were found on his right thigh (Väre et al. 2021). During the early seventeenth century, cotton was a rare Asian import product, primarily used for small accessories such as napkins. (Pylkkänen 1955: 68–9; 1982: 58–9, 63; Levey 2003). The fabrics found in Rungius’s burial were of highly valuable for several reasons: their rarity, appearance and expense.

Practical and religious aspects played a significant role in burials. Burial clothes were not actual clothes but pieces of fabric placed on the dead person and pinned together to resemble real clothing (Lipkin et al. 2021). During the eighteenth century, mourners were instructed to use old white sheets and linen fabric, and purchasing new fabric to dress the deceased was forbidden. The wording in the law of 1731, et ordinairt lintyg, could be translated as either ‘an ordinary linen fabric’ and ‘an ordinary linen shirt’, the latter implying the long shirts worn both day and night (Modée 1746: 928). Lund’s Bishop Peder Windstrup’s (1605–79, buried in 1680) funerary attire is a good example of how reused fabric was used in burials. Windstrup was buried wearing his own priestly shirt with a black silk bow and a large collar. His arms were dressed in the sleeves and the rest of the shirt was placed on top of his body. In addition, his body, arms and legs were wrapped, tied, and covered with larger fabrics and strips ranging from coarse to extremely fine quality. He also wore a black corduroy cap, a short black cloak and leather gloves (Karsten and Manhag 2017).

Fabrics found in many extremely well-preserved Finnish church burials, still lying in situ below the floors, suggest that old shirts, likely belonging to the deceased, were used to clothe them (Lipkin 2019). Considering sumptuary laws, it is probable that old fabrics deemed too worn for use were put into storage and later repurposed for burials. A clear example of this practice can be seen in two child burials from the church in Haukipudas (finished in 1762). In 1996, 2014 and 2017, research groups from the University of Oulu inventoried the coffins, which remain in situ on the sandy soil below the church floor. This soil was brought into the church to cover earlier burials when the new church was built in the early 1760s, and only a few burials were made below the new building. Three out of four individuals among the last to be buried inside the Haukipudas church were the children of the priest Erik Frosterius. According to the dead and buried register kept by the priests (KA Haukipudas IC), Frosterius and his first and second wives lost a total of seven children between 1740 and 1764. Three of these children’s coffins have been identified either by the names written inside the coffin lid (Isacus Erici Frosterus) or by their placement close to the altar and the fabrics used in their burial clothing (Lipkin, Kallio-Seppä and Väre 2018).

Isak Frosterius, who died in 1762 at the age of two years and three months, was buried wearing a white gown with cuffs of yellow silk and a white frill. His sister, a newborn who died either in 1759 or 1763, was buried right next to him in a similar, but smaller, lathe-made black coffin. Their sister, Maria Frosterius, died in 1764 at the age of seven, and her coffin lies below the altar of the new church. Bishop Haartman wrote in 1781 that the chamber for priests was located in this area (KA Haukipudas Mf IK 243). The funerary shirt arranged on both girls originated from the same larger piece of fabric, which had a distinctive stripe-effect weave. It is likely that this fabric was set aside from everyday use to be used for burials. The striped fabric is pinned on the fabrics covering the coffin walls, as well as to the bodices on the chests of both girls. The bodices were cut from larger pieces of valuable fabric. The newborn’s chest was covered with a small piece of printed fabric with floral decoration, while Maria’s chest was covered with fabric embroidered with silver-coated silk yarn (Figure 16.2). Maria wore a carefully made bonnet that was probably her own, whereas the newborn’s bonnet was probably made specifically for the burial, as it is sewn from multiple different kinds of white fabric. Both bonnets, as well as the neckline and cuffs, were decorated with lace. At the time these children were buried, lace of any kind was explicitly forbidden in burials (Modée 1746: 928). The funerary attire of the Frosterius children indicates that they were buried according to their father’s status, but also that the sumptuary laws were not followed (Lipkin 2023).

The wealth of the Frosterius family is evident in the probate inventory of Erik Frosterius’s first wife Sofia Elisabeth Patkull, from 1756. The inventory includes the value of Erik Frosterius’s library, which was exceptional for a priest in a rural parish (308 marks 12 öre, about 50–60 books). A significant amount of jewellery was also listed, including golden necklaces, rings, earrings and buttons. The vicarage also had a coffee pot, a copper liquor kettle and a mirror. Patkull’s everyday clothes included damask, flannel and satin skirts, silk jackets, a damask cape, a fishbone corset, and a rare beaver skin muff (Haapalahti 1982: 7–10). It was common for priests and their family members to express their high social status through valuable linen cloth and clothes purchased abroad (Suolahti 1919: 233–6). It is possible that the striped fabric covering the Frosterius girls was such a fabric.
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Figure 16.2    a) The bodice of Maria Frosterius is covered with silver-coated silk yarn, and b) the newborn’s bodice has a printed floral decoration. Both children have artificial floral arrangements on their chest and in their hands, various types of bobbin lace, and their stripe-effect funerary garments are pleated and pinned together. Photos: S. Lipkin.



As demonstrated by the previous examples of Vicar Rungius and the Frosterius children, it was important to bury the dead according to their class, with the fabric and ornamentation in burials indicating the material wealth and status of the deceased. However, the next examples from Hailuoto show that this was not always straightforward.

Wealth in farmers’ burials from Hailuoto

Hailuoto is an island located approximately forty kilometres from the coast, near the local trade centre of Oulu. For much of its history, Hailuoto has been a remote, isolated, and harsh place to live (Figure 16.1). The island’s inhabitants were primarily farmers, with fishing serving as an important source of livelihood (Paulaharju 1914).

Historical sources suggest that most people living on the island were not particularly wealthy, and the material culture they possessed was quite simple and scarce. Items that could not be produced locally were brought in from Oulu or elsewhere. In the fall, women would come to the islands to sell scarves, fabrics, needles and buttons and Karelian traders visited to sell their fabrics, small accessories and other items (Paulaharju 1914). The priest and his family were of a higher rank, and it can be assumed that some farmers and fishers were more economically stable than others.

The church of Hailuoto replaced an earlier medieval chapel in 1620. It burned down in the 1960s and researchers from the University of Oulu conducted excavations in the stone ruins between 1985 and 1987. Burials inside the church date from 1620 to 1756, and after 1702, church registers list most individuals buried there. However, due to the Great Wrath (1712–21), during the Russian occupation of Finland in the Great Northern War (1700–1721), no account books from Hailuoto have survived for the years between 1713 and 1721 (Paavola 1998: 68–77). It is estimated that about 70 per cent of Hailuoto’s population either died, were taken as slaves to Russia or moved elsewhere during this time (Vahtola 1991: 296). Between 1702 and 1756, eighty-five individuals were identified as being buried in the church, twenty-five of whom were children. For the twenty-six-year period between 1730 and 1756, 373 deaths were recorded on Hailuoto, with at least fifty-five individuals buried below the church floor. The majority of the inhabitants were buried in the churchyard (Paavola 1998: 68–77, Appendix 1).

Of those buried in the church, three were vicars, one was a chaplain, three were the wives or widows of priests, three were priests’ children, one was a priest’s grandchild, and one was an adult priest’s son, a trader from Oulu. Two other high-status persons from Oulu were also buried inside the church: the wife of a burgher from Oulu, who, based on her name, was related to one of the priests, and a nineteen-year-old man from Oulu. The rest of those identified by name were farmers and croft soldiers and their family members. It was common in some families to pay the burial ‘opening fee’ to have their family members buried inside the church, while others chose the free burial in the churchyard (Paavola 1998: 68–77, Appendix 1).

A couple of men’s woollen caps, a beaver fur hat and leather gloves found in the church burials provide a good representation of the inhabitants and history of Hailuoto. The hats show clear signs of wear and were used in everyday life. Similar caps to those found in the burials appear in a contemporary aquarelle in the collections of the Nationalmuseum in Sweden. In the picture, a farmer from Oulu (SWE En bonde från Ulo i Österbotten) is depicted carrying fish and wearing a blue skull cap with red bands (NMH THC 2571). One skull cap shows signs of repairs made on two separate occasions, layered on top of each other. At some point, the cap was re-rimmed with silk tape, which was later covered with woollen tape. The woollen rim was later reattached with horsehair string, along with a patch (Lipkin 2020: Fig. 3.2). Re-rimming the cap with silk had increased its value, both in terms of expense and aesthetics. However, when it needed further repairs, silk may no longer have been available or considered worth using. The final repairs with horsetail string appear somewhat clumsy and not carefully made. The embellishment with silk and later repairs reflect changes in the cap’s value over time. By the time it was placed on the head of the deceased, the cap must have been quite old. Given its worn state, it seems reasonable to assume that it belonged to the deceased. Although no osteological analysis has been conducted, it is possible that the wearer was also elderly at the time of their death. The weaver may have developed an emotional attachment to this seemingly ordinary, everyday cap, which had likely become significant over time.

Compared to Oulu and other nearby villages, which had more heterogeneous populations than in Hailuoto and where officials and burghers were also buried below the church floors, it would be natural to expect that the people of Hailuoto were clothed in a similar, or even simpler, manner. Most burials in Oulu belong to individuals buried in the churchyard of Oulu Cathedral, often servants, sailors and craftspeople – people who fell outside the official classes. Their status was different from that of the fishers and farmers on Hailuoto, but in Oulu, people likely lived surrounded by more versatile material culture than those living on Hailuoto. Fabrics made from different fibre materials (mainly wool and silk, with a lesser amount of plant fibre fabrics) have been preserved both in the churchyard in Oulu and on the island of Hailuoto. Preservation bias does not explain the fact that the frequency and variety of precious and valuable fabrics and accessories from Hailuoto exceed those from other nearby villages and Oulu. In fact, some silk laces and floral accessories from Hailuoto are remarkably similar to those from the church burials now deposited in the collections of the Turku Cathedral Museum. At the time, Turku was the local capital of Finland, and the burial chambers investigated there belonged to noble families and burghers.

Why were precious products imported from Europe placed in the burials on remote Hailuoto? These fabrics include several valuable silk bobbin laces made from silk, elaborate and coloured silk tapes, silk fabrics and christening caps embroidered with silver-coated threads, as well as silk stockings and other silk textiles. These fabrics were found in more burials than could be attributed solely to the priests or their family members.

One explanation for the variety of valuable fabrics on Hailuoto could be the island’s location along marine routes to Oulu, with the textiles possibly originating from sunken ships. Textiles were among the most precious items onboard, and although it was forbidden to loot shipwrecks, such may have occurred. In addition, it is possible that some residents of Hailuoto were part of sea rescue troops, who were allowed to keep what they found from ships if the cargo’s owner was not interested in paying for the rescue efforts. This would have applied when the value of the cargo was less than the cost of the rescue (Tikka 2014: 20).

It is possible that the fabrics found in the burials were considered worthless as everyday items for most people on Hailuoto. Many of these fabrics were forbidden by sumptuary laws and the islanders, due to their class status, would not have been permitted to use them. Furthermore, burying the deceased with such elaborate items was against the law for all classes (Lipkin 2023). Nevertheless, these fabrics and decorative items held value in terms of rarity, expense and aesthetics.

Although valuable fabrics and accessories are found in adult burials, they are predominantly present in children’s burials. Some of these valuable fabrics were even found in the burial of a newborn or infant, who was buried hidden under a layer of birch bark at the feet of an adult. For example, along with silk and wool fabric fragments, a bobbin lace made from silver-coated silk threads, dating to the seventeenth century, was found with the remains of an infant buried in the same coffin with a male individual (Burial 124/154, KM87131:86, Lipkin 2023). Another example includes a possibly French eighteenth-century silk bobbin lace (Figure 16.3a), found along with a broad brocaded silk band on the chest and waist of a 140-centimetre-tall individual (Burial 118, KM86088:526, Figure 16.3).

In another burial, an adult-sized individual was found with an infant in the crook of the arm. The funerary attire was adorned with two silk ribbons with floral decoration crossing on the upper body and a wider yellow-and-blue-silk ribbon around the waist (Burial 130, KM86088:545, Figure 16.3c). A crown made of flowers bent from bronze spiral wire and decorated with a silk band was placed on the infant’s head (Figure 16.3d). The infant also had a flower sprig with similar bronze spiral flowers with sequins (Figure 16.3e). Such flowers are typically placed in the hands of children (Lipkin et al. 2021). The infant’s attire was further decorated with dozens of small light and blue glass beads, as well as drop-shaped and raspberry-shaped beads (Figure 16.3f, KM86088:543, KM87131:268, 270, 275). Remains of white clover, buttercup and sedge were also found in the burial (Paavola 1991). In Hailuoto, the arrangement of the silk ribbons and the use of beads in burials is reminiscent of the style found in contemporary Swedish christening gowns in the collections of Stockholm’s Nordiska Museet (DigitaltMuseum 2024).

Children’s burials in Hailuoto, as well as elsewhere in the northern Ostrobothnian region, exhibit care and appreciation, often containing more precious materials than those of adults. Children’s burials are imbued with symbolism related to heaven, purity and innocence, reflecting the communities’ perception of children. Valuable accessories, which sometimes were illegal (Lipkin et al. 2021; Lipkin et al. 2022; Lipkin 2023), were included in these burials. The practice of placing infants in the same grave as an adult was believed to provide them with protection on their way to heaven, as sleep in the coffin before the resurrection was valued. The burials reveal many aspects of care and the emotional attitudes surrounding the death of children. In the 1840s, schoolteacher Sara Wacklin from Oulu (1844: 2,21) stated that it was the duty of unmarried godmothers to provide the funerary attire for their godchildren. Wacklin states that godmothers often arranged small social events to make the funerary attire. These gatherings were among the few opportunities for young adolescents of both genders to meet without the presence of adults, and often after these events marital wreaths were tied. In addition, at least in some families, godfathers made children’s coffins (Hagberg 1937: 168–9). These customs may have served socializing purposes for adolescents, helping them cope with high child mortality and preparing them for the loss of their own children in the future (Lipkin et al. 2022).
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Figure 16.3    a) Silk bobbin lace, and b) wide silk band with floral motifs made with silver-coated silk thread were found in Burial 118; c) an infant, buried in the crook of the arm of an adult-sized individual, had two 1.3 cm-wide silk ribbons crossing from shoulders to chest and a 4.6 cm-wide silk ribbon was found on the waist; d) silk band decorated a headdress with metal core and flowers bent from bronze spiral wire wrapped with silk yarn; e) similar flowers, decorated with sequins, were also used in a floral sprig; f) dozens of different kinds of beads, including these small, light and raspberry-shaped, were found associated with the infant. Photos: S. Lipkin.



Further research into Hailuoto church records revealed that godparents may have played a significant role in the luxury of children’s burials. It was the duty of godparents to raise the child within the religious community, and if the parents died, they were expected to take care of the child. Godparenting was an important social structure that gave a child an official and recognized relationship outside the family. It was also common for a child to have godparents of higher social class from their own family (Lempiäinen 1985; Tuovinen 2024). According to the list of baptized individuals from Hailuoto, it was not uncommon for priests to serve as godparents to children born on the island. Typically, children had six godparents, who could be priests, farmers or even servants (KA Hailuoto IC:1, IC:2). Based on church records, godparents could influence on the manner of children’s burials. In June 1751, 6-months-old Christina Eskilsdotter Pernula was buried in the same grave as Michael Thomàson Caspala (60 years old) because they happened to die on the same day (KA Hailuoto IF IC:1–2). Christina’s godparents included chaplain Michel Algeen and his wife (KA Hailuoto IC:1). The coincidence of the same date of death as Caspala and the fact that Christina Pernula’s godfather was a priest could explain why she was buried inside the church, whereas other members of the Pernula family were buried in the churchyard. Although we cannot link any of the excavated adult-child burials directly to the Caspala-Pernula burial, it is plausible that a priest, as a godparent, might have decided to arrange and possibly even fund the church burial of their own godchild. The high number of silk laces, ribbons and other valuable items in children’s burials could thus be attributed to priestly godparents providing for the burial. Such material wealth in church burials might result from acts of clemency and care, as well as from godparental responsibilities.

Conclusions

Many burials in northern Ostrobothnia, Finland, are simple and only white fabric is used to cover the coffin mattress and the deceased. However, a detailed study reveals that simple fabrics can turn out to be luxurious import products that reflect the status and class of the deceased, as evidenced by the fabric fragments found on the skin of Vicar Rungius. In rural burials in this region, material wealth and the value of fabrics and accessories are particularly noticeable in the burials of priests’ children, such as those of the Frosterius family. Many of the valuable fabrics and accessories were items of desire: they were aesthetically beautiful, rare, expensive import products, and they were exclusive as their use was regulated by law. Funerary attire was often plaited on the deceased, and silk tapes, laces and other fabrics were pinned together. Many fabrics were put aside for burial, and they could be cut-out pieces of old sheets, skirts and other clothes that each could have been used for a long time. Moreover, gloves, stockings and hats, such as Maria Frosterius’ bonnet and the skull cap from Hailuoto were often personal clothing items that could have carried personal memories and emotional value related to the items themselves but also to places and people. Even mundane items could become important and valuable to their owner, yet they could be considered worthless to relatives. Thus, burying such items with the deceased could be a reasonable choice to avoid the emotional burden they might otherwise create for the living (see Büster 2024 on burdensome attachment with objects).

Based only on archaeological remains from these rural sites, it is often challenging to determine the class of the deceased or to define whether the deceased was poor or wealthy. While many adults were buried simply in white clothing, which could still be of high quality and expensive and reflect their high social status, children were often buried in valuable fabrics regardless of their social class. Historical sources suggest that godparents played an important role in the lives of their godchildren, both during their lifetime and in death. The presence of material wealth and valuable items in children’s burials may thus reflect not only the innocence of the children but also the emotions associated with care and clemency.
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CHAPTER 17

LIVING WITH WASTE

Ágústa Edwald Maxwell



Waste, poverty, and plenty

Disparities in material wealth are evident in the archaeological record. The number and type of artefacts excavated from a site can be a barometer of its status. It is, however, not axiomatic that more things translate into more wealth. Neither is it clear that more wealth always translates to more waste even if today the relationship between consumption and waste is strong. In contemporary society, the wealthy suffer less from the consequences of waste while poverty often involves negotiating its presence. Archaeologists have studied the creation of waste in the past and shown how it is affected by cultural norms, economic models, and industrial developments. They have also revealed what happens to waste when it is buried, what occurs within a landfill and how materials continue to interact with their environment long after they are disposed of (Rathje et al. 1992). Biographies of things and their afterlife have been popular topics within the discipline for some time (cf. Gosden and Marshall 2010). These works have illuminated historical origins and trajectories of certain materials, objects, and social customs. An emphasis on the post-human existence of objects, however, at times seems to promote the idea that things which have agency, and their own biographies deserve to be set free from our entanglements rather than to be cared for within them.

In this chapter, I will attempt to use the example of vernacular buildings from Iceland as objects that are not defined by their form but by their materials. This is an attempt to move away from thinking of things as produced and used and when depleted ready to be recycled or landfilled, to looking at regimes of care and interaction with materials. My argument owes much to the writings of anthropologist Tim Ingold who has highlighted the modern emphasis on form over the processes of making (Ingold 2012) and demonstrated how it lends itself to the classification of things as broken or spent when the form disintegrates or changes. I want to draw on his insight to suggest that one of the ways to reduce waste may be to reverse this thinking.

Defining waste – what sort of a problem is it?

Across time the type and the amount of waste produced by societies, fluctuates and changes. What comprises waste and traditions determining what is done with it are culturally dependant. There has been a marked change in the amount of waste produced in affluent western societies in the last century, and the Nordic countries are no exception. Waste is the result of plenty and a challenge of poverty. It both signifies abundance and lack. Although the amount of household waste or post-consumer solid waste (Goldstein 2012) has increased significantly in the modern period it is also true that such waste creation is an integral part of human culture. The crisis of waste, however, is a contemporary concern. In the past, societies created less waste from a more limited number of resources and materials. With the rise of mass manufacturing and disposable material culture, the amount of waste produced in Nordic societies has increased manifold.

Historicizing waste has received a lot of attention, particularly in the United States. Authors such as Melosi (2005) and Strasser (1999) have written expertly about how urban waste became a problem and have charted the development of municipal waste management from the late nineteenth century to the present day. American archaeologists have also given the topic considerable thought, and the establishment of a long-running research project at the University of Arizona into modern waste creation has helped coin the term garbology and given it real purchase in academic and public discussions on waste (Rathje and Murphy 2001). More recently a special volume of the Journal of Contemporary Archaeology was dedicated to the archaeology of waste landscapes. The papers showcase a variety of research methods and interpretations of complex landscape features, which sometimes have positive effects, even generating creativity and positive valuations of place (Gardner, Benjamin, and Edgeworth 2023). There is, furthermore, an expanding field of waste studies, which brings together scientists from various disciplines within the social sciences and humanities who work on the topic of waste (see e.g. Gille and Lepawsky 2022; Ek and Johansson 2020).

Historic and archaeological studies of waste demonstrate the longevity of depositions and their continued interaction with the environment. Current waste management policies in the North promote practices which aim to reduce the amount of waste, which is deposited, by promoting its diversion from landfills through reuse and recycling. Although it is crucial that new initiatives and technologies are forwarded to minimize or eradicate waste, it is important that these do not serve the same economic systems, which encourage its creation, by demanding relentless growth. Post-consumer household waste is, in fact, only a very small percentage of waste produced in the global North, as most wasting happens before a product ever reaches the hands of consumers (Hird 2024: 20). Historical data shows that as municipal collection of waste became the norm, waste increased, and as services got better, with more frequent pickups and larger containers for refuse, the amount of waste produced by households further increased (Strasser 1999). Studies in contemporary societies have, furthermore, shown a positive correlation between the presence of recycling programs and increased consumption (Hird and Kuyvenhoven 2020: 86). In the present, waste itself has become a commodity for energy production, resale to new consumers or raw material for production. Importantly this recycling of waste through new production does produce new waste and requires new materials to be resourced and added. As an example, to recycle plastic, new resin (from oil) must be added and thus all plastic recycling requires resource extraction (Hird 2024: 78). Waste management, including recycling, is most often in the hands of private, profit-driven companies, who rely on a steady stream of refuse away from consumers. There are strong arguments to be made against this trade in waste, which more often benefits wealthier communities, and whose environmental credentials vary wildly.

It is not only the act of disposal that leads to increases in waste, but distance plays a role too. Rotting vegetable matter, building rubble, and decomposing textiles continue to act with their surroundings, emitting odours, obstructing movement, and drawing in microbes, insects, rodents and so forth. For this material to be successfully expelled from household relationships it must be taken away. This diversion of waste can be illustrated by looking at the expulsion of textiles from Icelandic households in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In Icelandic towns and villages, waste was, by the start of the twentieth century, collected by municipal workers and dumped in designated areas. This deposition of waste away from their site of use gained pace and distance in the late twentieth century. Objects were expelled faster and further away from routines and practices. A comparison between the amount of textile and clothing-related material culture from house middens in Viðey, an island village of the coast of Reykjavik, and from the city’s municipal midden in Hljómskálagarðurinn, which both date to the beginning of the twentieth century, suggests that more clothing may have been wasted by those whose refuse was collected and dumped elsewhere (Edwald Maxwell 2023). Figures for the export of waste materials for recycling in nineteenth-century Iceland show that a significant number of textiles, classified as rags, were exported from Iceland around the middle of the century. However, even when the rising population is factored in, the amount is dwarfed by the amount of clothing currently exported from the country. In the 1900s, on average, sixteen tonnes of rags were exported yearly (Edwald Maxwell 2023); in 2021, the Red Cross in Iceland exported 2,300 tonnes of clothing (Þorsteinsson 2023). In the nineteenth century, the exported rags went primarily to the UK and to Denmark where the material was used in the paper or shoddy trades. The exact destination of today’s export is harder to determine. A portion of the clothing is meant for resale, while significant amounts are presumably recycled in some way. It should be noted in this context that it has been estimated that up to half of all clothing donated to used clothing stores in the developed countries ends up being exported to poorer countries (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2017). The service of collecting clothing and exporting it is well received by consumers, who in some neighbourhoods of the capital city, fill up clothing containers in a matter of days (Garðarsdóttir 2023). In this context, it is safe to say that the rate of accumulation is affected by the distance between sites of use and sites of deposition. According to the Red Cross’s annual report for 2021, the export of textiles is not economically beneficial to the organization despite the export being supported by one of the islands main shipping companies (Þorsteinsson 2023). The collection and export are a service to the consumer rather than a source of income for the charity and to those industries which require material for reproduction.

This chapter argues that by accepting waste as things to be taken care of and kept within the household ecology, waste production will be minimized. To forward such a change the idea of things as ready-made objects which flow through a cycle of resource extraction, manufacturing, use, and disposal is challenged. Myra Hird (2024) has pointed out that it is crucial to reframe waste as a socio-ethical issue rather than a techno-scientific or consumer-behavioural one. That waste is ultimately about inequality and that technological solutions are profit driven and consumer behaviour erroneously puts responsibility with the individual consumer rather than multinational corporations and governments.

The relationship between capitalism and waste is well known. New products are invented, produced, marketed, and consumed at dizzying speeds. This process is variously regulated to minimize environmental hazards and risk to people’s health. Containers and wrapping are labelled to instruct the consumer on how to dispose of it, expiration dates and instruction leaflets dictate safe use and ways of caring for things and how they should ultimately be diverted into the waste stream. Most things have a date at which they should be disposed of. How can we frame waste differently as material that should be cared for within the household and not be expelled from its ecology of things. How could we learn to live with our waste, rather than divert it?

This is where I believe the case study of vernacular architecture in Iceland may be helpful. It can show how the idea of ready-made objects, which have their function depleted, was introduced and how it obscured earlier continuous processes of making and using. The material available from archaeological research and documentary archive shows clearly how the transformation in architecture is connected to the modern insistence on a finished, designed product, and how with the emphasis on flat, compact surfaces to build on demanded (building and household) waste to be carried further away from their sites of use.

The turf house vernacular architecture

The Icelandic turf house has often been used as a shorthand for the poverty of the nation and its late arrival at modernity. However, there were several and frequent changes to this vernacular style in the early modern period, both in terms of its internal layout, outward look and the bodies and things that rested and worked within them. There was also a variety of different houses in the country, from small low-rising buildings with attached animal byres to larger houses with multiple panelled rooms and glazed gables. The shorthand between turf and stone and poverty or even savagery is rooted in the discourse with social improvers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who illustrated many of the problems with this architectural form. Regarding the homes of Icelanders Hannesson (1899) drew a comparison with the Greek mythology of Sisyphus’ stone – as the buildings were never finished but were continually being added to and reworked. This was also one of the problems that Sveinsson (1790) pointed out a century earlier. It is precisely this quality, however, that this case study will emphasize as a lesson in living with waste. The problem, which was highlighted by these social commentators, was a crucial part of improvement rhetoric for increased sanitation and hygiene, promoting the creation and swift discard of waste away from sites of use.

Sveinsson set forth his new vision for house building in a 1790 article in the journal of the Royal Learned Society. It can be marked as being one of the first instructions on the modernization of houses in Iceland. Its recommendation was to follow advice from professional builders, to use strings and pegs, to lay out clear designs for simple internal divisions and symmetry. This advice promoted a change from more ad hoc building and mending practices to designed and finished objects, built by skilled builders. The builder should use geometry to lay the foundations on the ground, replicating a preconceived plan. Sveinsson emphasized the importance of starting with a flat, compact surface, and that all older building materials should be removed from the site, and never built on top. He provided different plans of houses depending on the economic standing of the inhabitants. His recommendations were for fewer, larger rooms that were connected by a single corridor, separated with wooden panelling, and orientated the same way, creating a symmetrical façade (Figure 17.1).

The difference between the modernist idea of building and a traditional, vernacular way has been highlighted by the anthropologist Tim Ingold (2012). The modernist starts with a plan, levels out the land and builds on it the material manifestation of a design. When all is in its correct place, windows and doors inserted, and the roof complete, the building is finished. The traditional, vernacular house, however, is built without a design and is, therefore, never finished. It requires constant building work and is added to as needs demand. The punctuation between making and using is thus only determined with a reference to a prior design.
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Figure 17.1    Illustration accompanying Sveinsson’s 1790 article. From left: Plans for a small farming household and façade (figs 1–2), plans for a medium-sized farmhouse (figs 3–4) and plans for a large farming household (figs 5–6). Source: Sveinsson 1790.



There is a rejection of the reusing of materials and the build-up of farm mounds in the modernist ethos. The compacted, flat surfaces Sveinsson emphasizes are in direct opposition to the vernacular architecture, where the most recent incarnation of the building sat on top of a farm mound – a distinct feature of the Icelandic archaeological record. Vésteinsson (2010) has pointed out that the build-up of floor deposits, within the turf house and the continuous building and maintenance process meant that these sites were at times literally drowning in waste (2010: 34). Evoking Sisyphus, they were never finished.

The turf house was well adapted to the concept of living with waste. Floors could incorporate some of the smaller waste items so regularly encountered during excavation; glass and ceramic sherds, and small objects, buttons, scraps of textile, etc. and other waste materials such as ash were purposefully scattered on the floors to dry up wet patches or to eradicate smells. Other waste could be used as building material and infill in walls or to fill up disused buildings to level surfaces or get rid of hazards and yet other was used as fertilizer or simply thrown outside the farm, adding to the build-up of the farm mound.

Although it appears that some of Sveinsson’s advice was accepted, it was primarily his idea of a symmetrical façade which took hold. This was not a uniquely Icelandic aesthetic, but symmetrical house fronts were, as Lucas (2010) has pointed out, also prominent in other parts of the continent in the eighteenth century. Illustrations, photographs, and the archaeology of turf houses has demonstrated that the gabled, symmetrical façade, however, most often fronted a complex set of rooms, sometimes with very wide walls suggesting the more ad hoc building and maintenance practices continued to be the norm.

This is confirmed in some personal recollections from the late nineteenth century, which reflect the changing attitudes towards cleanliness and waste, but undoubtedly are also part and parcel of the push for a change and for a distinction to be drawn between a squalid past and a cleaner future. Ólöf Sigurðardóttir (1906), recalls her family moving into a new farmhouse in 1866 where the floors had never been cleaned and the floorboards could no longer be seen. Sigurðardóttir’s family made no changes until the ‘appetite for all things new gripped them’ – and they shovelled out the dirt making the wooden floor visible again. An almost identical anecdote is recorded by Þorsteinsson (1930), who recounts a story from his friend Einar H. Kvaran. Kvaran’s family moved to a new farm in 1870 where the floors had never been cleaned. Because the beds in the baðstofa, the main living quarters, were thought to be too close to the earthen floor it was decided to dig down the floors and after fourteen wheelbarrows of dirt had been removed unexpected wooden floorboards became visible.

The build-up of material and the frequent shoring up of walls and digging out of floors is evident in the archaeological record, where floor deposits lap up against walls, covering post pads and walls filled with broken ceramics and ash (Figures 17.2 and 17.3). This tradition was gradually eradicated through modernization of architecture with emphasis on new building materials, the removal of old materials prior to construction and new standards of hygiene, which Ólöf Sigurðardóttir referred to in her reminiscences as the appetite for all things new (1906: 111).
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Figure 17.2    Excavation of the turf house at Hornbrekka, Skagafjörður revealed that the blocking up of corridors and shoring up of walls was standard practice in the upkeep of the house. The wide wall separating the byre, at the front, and kitchen, at the back, had been made wider and filled with domestic refuse, ash and sherds of ceramics and glass. Photo: Author, August 2009.
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Figure 17.3    The earlier phase of the building shows a much larger byre and a narrower wall separating it from the kitchen. Photo: Author, August 2009.



Romankiewicz has recently brought attention to the way turf, as a building material, lends itself well to a circular economy, where the material is constantly reshaped and remodelled: ‘architectural “results” from building with turf are not standardized products, but best described as a series of processes’ (2023: 14). It is the material itself which lent itself well to continuous building and absorption of waste at the same time as it demanded constant upkeep. The insistence on square corners, straight walls and symmetrical internal layout of farmhouses advocated in the eighteenth century could not be realized until the material itself was replaced. The symmetrical facades of the nineteenth-century gabled farmhouses were made of timber with glass windows. The new form of buildings dictated the use of new materials. This is what Ingold would call form dominating matter. When a design is thought of first and then the materials needed to realize it are gathered, often from far away, as opposed to local resources being utilized. The design means that the house is ready at a specific point in time and therefore has the potential to be spent when the design breaks down. This is the opposite of thinking which places primacy on the processes of formation rather than final products (cf. Ingold 2010: 2–3).

Such thinking requires the relationship between objects, or things, to be understood and how they are related to routines and practices. A new object which is introduced into a household alters it, this is not just the case for the building itself but also for the things which reside within it. An object only fulfils its purpose through relations to other objects and to people. The introduction of coffee for example into nineteenth-century Icelandic households led to increased work for housewives and maids and the introduction of other material culture: coffee beans were roasted in pots and ground in grinders, brewed in kettles and drunk from cups (Edwald Maxwell and Lucas 2021). The archaeological data and probate inventories show that from the middle of the nineteenth century new material culture was being introduced inside the changing buildings. Moreover, each new thing included a gathering of certain other things: cups with coffee, tables and chairs, plates, and cutlery and panelled parlours, with glazed windows in timber gables (Edwald and Milek 2013, Edwald Maxwell 2021). To have longer relationships with bundles of objects, the relationship between objects and routines must be understood. The act of bringing in a new thing will demand others and in the same way, the expulsion of one will result in an altered dependency and require other things to be diverted away. In this way, attention to process over form can result in less waste accumulation.

Another example of early modern architecture may help illustrate this line of thinking. Similarly, to Iceland, the vernacular architecture of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland was the target of improvement literature in the nineteenth century. The local black houses were said to be unhygienic and unsanitary, not least because of the open peat fires which were customarily placed in the middle of the house. The advice from improvers was for fireplaces to be set in the stone gables of houses and for the smoke to be extracted via a chimney. This eventually became the norm, but the change was resisted because to let the nutrient-rich peat smoke escape the house in this manner, was considered wasteful. The smoke should enrich the thatched roof, which when suitably blackened would be removed and used as fertilizers in the crofter’s fields (Mackie 2006). The fuel, the placement of the fire, the material in the roof and the fields were thus all connected via this process and by changing the form of the fireplace this relationship is undone. Not only does the air in the house change with the new chimney but the thatched roof, like the lungs of family members, don’t blacken, and the movements of nutrients from bog, to fire to field is disrupted.

It may be fine and well in principle to throw things out of our door or let them accumulate on the floor and use things as fillers and building materials, but it has become impossible, not simply because of different building methods and standards of hygiene, but also because there is much more waste. Of course, it is unrealistic to suggest collection of household waste ceases, but there is an urgent need to focus efforts on slowing down the speed at which materials flow through extraction, production, consumption, and diversion. Solutions to the increasing amount of waste in the North are mostly based on new ways to divert waste, principally through technologies of recycling. Attention should be diverted to the relationship between people and materials and efforts aimed at better understanding the dependencies which are formed between them. Living with waste means strengthening rather than loosening those relationships and a rejection of the ready-made object which is manufactured to a design and whose life is thus punctuated by production, consumption, and discard. This cannot be done simply by educating the consumer but has to involve the rejection of economic solutions which seek to reframe waste as a resource and of the systems, private and public, which are tasked with the transition of materials from one to the other.

Discussion

In the early modern period waste was, for the most part a local phenomenon. Export records from Iceland show that materials were transported across the sea to be recycled by the nineteenth century and in the present extraordinary amounts of clothing, paper and plastic waste is exported to other countries. In a globalized world waste from affluent societies is routinely channelled to poorer people who are left with the problem of carrying on with discarded things. Waste is thus not simply a problem of plenty but also a symptom of poverty. The need to extract, produce, consume, and waste less is important for all.

Solutions to the waste crisis often insist on hiding waste, burying it deeper in leakproof landfills, taking it away faster and moving it further away. This is true of household waste but also atmospheric waste such as carbon dioxide. There are plans to import carbon dioxide to Iceland and pump it into the lava fields between the international airport and the capital. The procedure involves the mixing of carbon dioxide with water to make soda water, then this water is pumped into the basaltic rock at around 800 m below ground. Basaltic rock is very reactive, and the carbonated water binds with metal inclusions to form new rock. The carbon dioxide is moreover mixed with C14 to enable scientists to distinguish it from naturally occurring materials and measure the success of the depositional events (Matter et al. 2009). This is a classic techno-scientific framing of waste that shores up the neoliberal, capitalist models which insist on growth.

In this volume Gavin Lucas argues that one of the consequences of plenty is thing heavy worlds where delegation for care is increased, leading to inequality. Households in the north delegate the care for their waste to a complex network of municipal waste workers, recycling companies and varied communities of people and environments. This delegation increases inequality as the consequences of resource extraction and production with the accompanying environmental degradation and pollution disproportionately affect the poor while increasing the wealth of those who have plenty. The vast networks of waste management, reuse, recycling, and deposition stretch over community and national boundaries. Living with waste means not delegating this care to others but finding ways to integrate materials into our ecologies irrespective of their form. In her chapter in this book Audrey Horning suggests that we dispense with simplistic equations between quantity of goods and quality of life, more things do not equate a better life or a more secure existence. Similarly, the amount of waste does not equal wealth or increased wellbeing of societies but simply the dominance of capitalist systems of resource extraction, production and consumption and their reliance on the swift transformation of things from raw materials to objects to waste, and back again.
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CHAPTER 18

COMMENTARY

Matthew Johnson



First let me thank the Editors for the invitation to participate in the workshop proceedings, and for the opportunity to contribute this concluding Discussion to the edited volume that is the result of those proceedings. The title and theme of this collection of papers is ‘Poverty and Plenty’; the stated aim of the volume is to think about disparities in numbers of things, and through that lens, to address issues of dearth and abundance, rich and poor, equality and inequality.

The papers in this volume, then, start from simple, direct questions and move to complex ones. That is, the chapters begin with issues that are, arguably, capable of straightforward answers through the archaeological record (how many objects? How old? What form?) to the more intractable both in a practical and in a conceptual sense (relative versus absolute poverty and plenty, the whys and hows of historical, social and economic change, structural issues of inequality in the past and present). The far end of this simple-to-complex spectrum is marked by the ultimate theme of this project and the workshops that formed its basis: namely, what several of the papers term the ‘Nordic exception’ or ‘Nordic Sonderweg’, as discussed by Bengtsson (2019) and others. They ask: how should we understand or explain the particular Nordic conception and practice of social democracy and equality, when set against the different historical trajectories and outcomes of other European societies over the last several centuries?

Later historic archaeology offers a particular set of perspectives on all of these issues. I have argued before (Johnson 1996) that a particular quality of later historical archaeology, and a particular contribution it can make to academic enquiry as a whole, is that it can engage with theoretical concepts and distinctions in a substantive and evidence-driven way. It does so through its specific concern and empirical engagement with the origins of these processes. Let me clarify what I mean by this: prehistoric archaeologists consider the nature of material culture, questions of ontology, issues of agency and subjectivity, the human and non-human, in the abstract. At the same time, for social theorists, the nature of modernity, and the nature of things in modernity is an abstracted problem. For later historical archaeologists, the nature of things, or more specifically how things come to be under the conditions of capitalism, is a substantive rather than abstract problem. We see people making and consuming things and defining themselves through things. We see people fighting, both literally and metaphorically, over the intersections of bodies and landscapes. We observe different social groups living their lives in different ways and in the process creating their own history, and through their actions forging the concrete and material structures that we give various terms to: capitalism, industrial society, modernity. All the papers in this volume, in a number of different ways, illustrate this point very well.

In the discussion that follows, I will engage with these issues and with the papers in a reverse direction. Where the Editors structure their Introduction around simple-to-complex, I will start with the more difficult, structural issues of history and inequality and try to work through these back to more basic and direct matters. I start, then, with the complex and intractable issues of economic and social change and inequality raised particularly by Erik Bengtsson and try to move from these issues to some of the themes raised by the other papers.

Structures of inequality

All the chapters in this volume, explicitly or implicitly, have an eye to wider debates over structures of equality and inequality. The chapters work through archaeological and documentary material that is evidence for the origins of modernity, of capitalism, of industrial society – call it what you will.

I would like to draw attention to several aspects of this debate. First, several chapters make it clear that the creation of a landless labourer class is much more than simply a quantitative increase in material conditions of inequality, more than simply about more poverty and more plenty. It is also a qualitative change in terms of the economic power and agency of dominant and subordinate groups, and as the Introduction points out, an increase in precarity among the latter. As the great R. H. Tawney pointed out in his work on sixteenth-century depopulations in England (1912; see also Tawney 1926), before the development of rural capitalism, even the poorest of peasant households nevertheless generally held some rights in common as well as other rights and resources that gave them some limited degree of economic independence as well as a stake in the common welfare of the community. So, for example, Eva Svensson, Hilde Rigmor Amundsen and Hanna Enefalk’s chapter on the landless poor in boreal Scandinavia explores how these people were not merely poor, but what little economic agency they had was taken away from them: the nineteenth-century laga skifte led to what they term ‘proletarianization’ – crofters were made homeless, open to migration, and ultimately redundancy and a forced move to urban centres as the result of the mechanization of the agricultural process. Conversely, Göran Tagesson paints a compelling portrait of Nils Wetterstrand and his family, a long way down the social scale but not, apparently, perceived as ‘poor’ or in need of help. A little further up the social scale, Annemari Tranberg and Timo Ylimaunu’s gardens in nineteenth-century Tornio are not simply aesthetic ornaments or sources of vegetables: they are, in part, markers of economic independence for households of the middling sort.

I come back to R. H. Tawney again and again in my own work for reasons that are of some relevance to these chapters. Tawney was writing in the first half of the twentieth century about rural England in its European context, but his work was prescient – there are striking resemblances to the thinking of Foucault and others when he writes of the spirit of capitalism that it is



in transforming agrarian conditions that its nature and characteristics are most impressively revealed, not because it is felt there first or proceeds there furthest, but because the material which it encounters is so dense, so firmly organised, so intractable, that changes, which in a more mobile environment pass unnoticed, are seen there in high relief against the stable society which they undermine.

Tawney 1912: 408



Tawney was writing here about the agrarian versus the urban, but he could equally have been talking about areas often considered (perhaps incorrectly, as the Introduction discusses) marginal to the development of early capitalism, such as Scandinavia as opposed to the ‘core’ of Europe. He was attempting to understand the rise of capitalism in both towns and countryside using a framework that was not completely dependent on a Marxist model, and he placed issues of morality, of a just society, at the centre of his thinking. Further, he thought seriously and in practical terms about what an egalitarian social democracy could or should look like. Which brings us to a second common thread in many of these chapters, their relevance to understanding the ‘Nordic Sonderweg’.

The ‘Nordic Sonderweg’

The overall theme of the workshops and of these papers is tied to Erik Bengtsson’s account of the historical origins of a particular kind of social and economic structure that is both distinctively egalitarian and distinctively ‘Nordic’, as articulated both in his chapter for this volume and in his 2019 and other papers. Bengtsson’s refutation of the proposition that Sonderweg has deep structural roots in Swedish or Scandinavian society casts a long shadow over all these chapters, most obviously Bengtsson’s chapter itself, and particularly also in Svensson et al.’s observations on the supposed equality of freeholding peasants in boreal inland Scandinavia.

I am intrigued by Bengtsson’s arguments, particularly in terms of their wider theoretical parameters, and have several observations to make about them. First, a point so obvious that it almost goes without saying: the ‘Nordic Sonderweg’ implicitly reverses the usual evolutionary scheme in which, as Gavin Lucas observes in his chapter, inequality emerges historically out of earlier, more egalitarian societies. Here, in contrast, we have equality emerging from inequality.

Second, I share Bengtsson’s sceptical attitude towards existing typologies of social forms, and I would add a further criticism that such typologies do not take into account complex structures of colonial relations. Bengtsson (2019) reviews three models: a class-based analysis following Barrington Moore; sociocultural models focusing on peasant culture; and political explanations. Bengtsson’s critique of these models, principally on the basis of what he sees as their empirical inadequacy, is a compelling one. What I would particularly like to note in this context is what all three models have in common: they all tend to foreground the analysis of internal class relations of the countries in question, and in the process, carry a danger of potentially eliding or underplaying the colonial experience.

It is pertinent then to observe in this context that issues of colonialism take up a certain profile, and take a particular slant, in the workshops and in these papers. Colonialism as seen across the northern Atlantic interacts in a complex way with colonial systems closer to ‘home’. We see this in Audrey Horning’s chapter, and it was also a theme of Natascha Mehler’s paper at the conference (see also Mehler and Gardiner 2021). We see this complex interaction also in Jonas Monié Nordin’s account of Sámi indentured labourers and their households in central Sweden; Nordin’s account here of the intersections of class inequality and the unintended outcomes of the struggles of an Indigenous people is compelling. At the conference, Natascha Mehler’s paper drew attention to the particular issue of time and temporality and how that intersects with space, in thinking about the issuing of licences to different ports, issued from the metropolitan centre of the Copenhagen court but only arriving at different Icelandic destinations months or even years later.

Bengtsson goes on to identify two areas where historical archaeology can meaningfully contribute. The first of these is a much longer timescale for an analysis of inequality. The chapters here have a great deal to say about the very long term, and moreover in very interesting ways that go beyond simply adding a few centuries to think more deeply about temporality. Thus, for example, Doug Bolender shows us continuity from the Viking Age, and the pregnant terminology of the ‘Old Society’ of pre-modern Iceland; there is a complex set of overlapping temporalities, linked in turn to settlement stability and population mobility. Bengtsson’s second identified contribution is that of what he terms a ‘sociological approach’, by which he means the ability to look at the whole range of society, even the poor and (apparently) undocumented social classes. This is more arguable I think, as I indicate below with reference to the work of Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon.

I would add a third potential contribution to Bengtsson’s list. Archaeology, in my view and that of many others writing in the last twenty years, has something distinctive to contribute in terms of materiality, and the relationship between materiality and everyday experience. There is a link to be drawn between the immediacy and physicality of the material world – with apologies to Dr Johnson, kick a turf wall and it hurts – and the exploration of past lived experience. Archaeologists have, of course, thought about this link in different ways and have brought different bodies of theory to bear on the understanding of this issue. Despite this application of theory, scholars from different disciplines working on ‘materiality’ have not always actually been assiduous about addressing material things (Ingold 2007) and it is all too easy to descend into a naïve empiricism in which the apprehension of material things leads directly into an understanding of past lived experience.

The chapters in this volume navigate the relationship between materiality and inequality in a confident and informed manner. So for example Niels Andreasen shows us not simply a different range of inequality within The Citadel in Copenhagen but goes on to explore its complex relationship with military hierarchy, and the patterns of everyday life within the structure. Again, Jette Linaa paints an evocative portrait of the labouring poor in the docklands of Aarhus. Linaa draws our attention not simply to the poverty of this neighbourhood, but to subtle differences between migration among the labouring classes; some migrating from an equally impoverished countryside and now living side-by-side with older residents. Keenan shows us how the poor actually had access to much of the material culture of the higher status and more well-off, but through the second-hand market. Lived experience is at the centre also of Martin Hansson’s discussion of poorhouses in Sweden. As he remarks, poorhouses are material signs of poverty, but their form and archaeology also offers insights into decision making by civic authorities, for example into spatial segregation and isolation, and also into ‘forbidden’ activities – smoking and drinking on site.

Perhaps the most evocative study of the links between materiality and lived experience is actually in death, in Sanna Lipkin’s analysis of grave goods from northern Finland. Here, material objects are so much more – laden with meaning through the desires and emotions around death and the act of burial. To bury something is to put it beyond use, but also to invest it with power beyond use.

Things

An attentiveness to lived experience, and the part that archaeology can play in the exploration of lived experience, leads us on to the observation that lived experience is tied up with things. This observation does not render their analysis straightforward; rather the reverse. Things are not simply or easily defined; in old Norse, they are gatherings, and they have a long and storied relationship with long-term histories of political power and authority, most obviously with assembly sites (Semple et al. 2020).

Which is to say that at first sight, a thing is very simple and definable, but when the thing is examined closely, it breaks down into various complex elements (Hodder 2012: 3–9). Or to put it another way, using words derived from a rather different time, place and older philosophical tradition, ‘all that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses the real conditions of his life, and his relations with his kind’ (Marx and Engels 1848: 17). Gavin Lucas’s chapter, thinking about material finds at Skálholt in Iceland, charts this move from simple to complex very well. He moves from basic questions of material disparity and ‘finds envy’ – a perennial but often unacknowledged sentiment among practicing archaeologists – to deeper concerns around thing-heavy worlds and social anonymity.

Things can be immoveable as well as moveable; the latter category can, if viewed broadly, encompass buildings and landscapes (in Iceland even the ground itself can be fluid and shift), and indeed human beings. One theme in several of these places is the fixity and stability of the landscape, while humans and other things move around it. Bolender contrasts the fixity of the Icelandic rural landscape, with the locations of farms and their lands ‘relatively unchanged’ for seven or eight centuries, with the insecurity and instability of tenant farmers. Farmers and their families moved around a landscape that was itself stable with increasing frequency. Linaa’s migrants moved from poverty in the countryside to poverty in the docklands of Aarhus.

In some of these papers, the distinction between moveable and immoveable things breaks down. Annemari Tranberg and Timo Ylimaunu explore urban gardens in nineteenth-century Tornio in terms of individual plants, and in terms of their overall design – both aspects are implicated in class and status differentiation. For Ágústa Edwald Maxwell, the house and its landscape context becomes a site of transition between moveable and immoveable, with waste filling the cracks in the lava. Turf walls of Icelandic houses move and are subject to flow. Maxwell shows how earlier houses, and the objects within them, moved from ‘continuous processes of making and using’ to a modern pattern of consumption. The image of objects becoming part of the walls, of material accumulating on floors, and of the floors and walls themselves being dynamic rather than static is arresting and revealing.

Maxwell frames the argument within a wider evaluation of ‘waste’. Waste is a word with a complex etymology, history and set of referents in both English and the Scandinavian languages. Isaac Newton kept a ‘Waste Book’ in which he recorded mathematical and scientific observations (the term ‘waste’ here referred to the recycling of the paper of the book from its previous use). In historic documents relating to the legal terminology and cultural practices around landscape, waste can refer to ground that is not cultivated. However, waste ground can nevertheless be utilized by different groups and elements of the community, for example for the gathering of firewood, the cutting of turf, and for the harvesting of other natural resources. As such, such land can be anything but ‘waste’ in the literal sense, and the ambiguity of the term and the slippage between waste and wasteful relates directly to the way the commons, and practices around the commons, have come to be defined by elites as ‘wasteful’ as an ideological strategy to justify the dispossession of subordinate social groups. Wastefulness and the terra nullius defined and beloved of colonizing groups are closely related ideas (di Palma 2014).

A very basic issue in much of archaeology is the disposal of waste. Archaeologists have long been familiar with waste as a methodological problem: the depressing proposition that the number and variety of artefacts on a site, or within a particular area of a site, may not be reflective in a straightforward fashion of the nature, function or social status of that site. Rather, it may simply reflect variability in discard practices or other site formation processes (Lucas 2012; Schiffer 1983). The classic example from the history of archaeology was the failure to securely identify social patterning in excavated pueblos on the American Southwest, where the attempt to make a link to the distribution of pottery styles was derailed by the observation that discarded ceramic material had been dumped in abandoned rooms rather than in the place where it had been in use. But we see related problems being explored in some of these papers, most notably Lucas’s excavations at Skálholt. We also see these issues raised in a paradoxical way, through the ‘discard’ associated with burial and the placing of fabrics and other materials with the dead in Sanna Lipkin’s chapter, and in the high rate of consumption and discard seen at early colonial sites like Jamestown, discussed by Horning.

To avoid becoming waste, things can also require maintenance work, often in the form of repair and reuse, a theme which appears in several chapters and in several different contexts spanning different levels of socioeconomic status (Lucas, Edwald, Nordin). Lucas’s ‘thing-heavy worlds’ are heavy in other ways, pregnant with the responsibility of care as well as the benefits of affluence and requiring servant labour to maintain all these things. In the process, of course, such people changed their relationship with material culture – they became consumers of finished goods as much as manufacturers of materials.

Interestingly, none of the papers talk at length about the curation of things in the context of museum practice. McLees makes some interesting comments on the lack of legislative provision for material in Norway that post-dates the Protestant Reformation of 1537. There is a certain irony here, given that Protestantism, at least according to Weber and latterly Schama and others, played a key role in attitudes towards the material world, to plenty, and to the proliferation of stuff, the ‘embarrassment of riches’ referring to the disjuncture between a Dutch Calvinist mindset and the luxuries of urban capitalism (Schama 1987).

An uneasy conclusion

A final proposition that is worth raising in this commentary is that in some contexts, things may just not be that important. Such a proposition is disturbing and unsettling to archaeologists; if true, our work may turn out to be an exercise in the trivial. This, it seems to me, is part of the unstated dark side of archaeological thinking: the fear of our work just not being that important lurks unspoken and unsaid in the darker recesses and inner anxieties of the archaeological imagination. Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon’s workshop paper and recent book (2023) explore the materially poor, but intellectually extraordinarily rich, lives of a variety of marginal and lower-class individuals in nineteenth-century Iceland. These were people with incredibly complex and meaningful lives which many of them wrote about in richly poetic ways, drawing on the traditions of the Norse Sagas (Magnússon 2010 and 2023). The experiences and lives of these individuals were, I propose, every bit as rich as those of the poorer urban populace who deposited three tonnes of material in the Copenhagen latrines discussed by Keenan, or indeed the prosperous middle classes enjoying ‘plenty’ that we encounter in other chapters.

I do not have a simple or easy answer to this question, but I can return to the observation that I made at the beginning of this commentary: later historical archaeology has the power and the potential to re-cast difficult theoretical issues as practical and substantive ones. It is perhaps a fruitless exercise to attempt to specify in the abstract how and under what conditions material culture, poverty and plenty, might be configured with the mental richness and complexity of people’s lives. But what we can do is explore how this worked in practice. We can ask, and many of these chapters show in detail, how material poverty and rich cultural identities can be found side by side, and how material poverty and intellectual plenty not only co-existed but fed off each other but were interdependent. It is here, in paradox and apparent contradiction rather than simple or easy patterns and correspondences, that the true value of later historical archaeology lies and where the intrigue and fascination of this edited volume can be found.
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Table 12.1 Taxation and tax payment in Fiskergade between 1622 and 1708

Inhabitants in Fiskergade/Year 1622 1623 1638 1640 1679 1680 1708
No taxpayers 62 68 23 26 37 38 50
Total tax (skilling) 481 683 666 248 3208 4056 712
Average tax (skilling) 8 10 29 10 88 108 56
No. of movers (%) 64 65 39 36 30 19 42
Number of remainders (%) 36 35 61 64 70 81 58
Average tax movers (skilling) 8 7 8 8 94 124 9
Average tax remainders (skilling) 11 8 13 9 84 104 12
Number of movers with overdue tax (%) 29 55 33 18 0 15 61

Number of remainders with overdue tax (%) 6 36 7 0 25 23 52

Source: Keemnerregnskaber, Aarhus Radstuearkiv, The Danish National Archives.
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