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                                                                                        3. Theoretical Approaches

                                                                                                3.5 Geographical approaches

                                                                3.5.1 Island theory

                                
                    North Atlantic inhabitants lived in marginalized places, often far away from the cultural 
 hub in that time i.e., the European continent. Some outdated aspects of island theory 
 assume that these vast distances resulted in remoteness, isolation, and scarcity in 
 continental material culture, relations, traditions, and other practices. Traditionally, 
 islands were considered to be remote, lonely communities, or inhabitants on these areas 
 were often labeled as savages with only hostile behaviour. Monasteries, hermits were 
 regularly settled on islands as an exodus from the ”social norms” and everyday life, 
 allowing them an intentional separation. Based on the archaeological assemblage, we can 
 easily profess that these notions need to be re-evaluated. Societies on islands are indeed 
 active parts of a broader social, trading, and cultural system.  


In the matter of identity, the concept of islands is not an apparent phenomenon because 
 it often varies according to different situations. Besides geographical islands, we can also 
 distinguish cultural or psychological island. Such an example can be different tribes deep 
 in the Amazonian forest who try to be self-dependent communities restricting cultural 
 restraint with the outer world. Islands are often settled in favour of the exploitation of a 
 desired material, natural resource; therefore, islanders have bounded their 


environments, water, and its sources (Pierce 2011: 72-74).  


Despite studying islands in a greater context, as segments of a bigger system, we cannot 
 automatically treat them as mainland. Although the sea cannot be regarded as a clear 
 physical boundary between cultures – as it is an aquatic highway for transporting and 
 exchanging cultural elements - the journey on it is not necessarily an easy one. The 
 management and process of sea travel often require a more thorough knowledge than in 
 the case of inland journeys. Travel through vast distances on the sea can include several 
 dangers and unpredictable factors such as the changing nature of weather or threatening 
 reefs in an unknown harbour. After a long journey in this dangerous environment, one 
 can quickly feel that upon stepping on dry land, they arrive in another 


world. This otherness also contributes to the uniqueness of an island: these territories 
have always been equipped with the attribute of being different.  
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Rainbird (1999) argues that the sea must be seen as an expanded cultural horizon rather 
 than a clear boundary between different societies. Such communities rely on sea-borne 
 import and export, which connects them with the outer world. However, in most cases, 
 islanders have been capable of maintaining a self-supplying way of life except for 
 importing indispensable products (for example, iron or grain), which they suffered 
 shortage. Besides these materials, contacts could probably provide the feeling of 


inherence to the rest of the civilized world, and so to Christian Europe. Access is probably 
 the most influential factor on an island culture: the use of boats as bodies of that access. 


The frequency and the nature of these meetings contribute to the shaping and changing 
of the island’s society to a large degree. Sea-bore connections must have been a more 
significant impact and made a bigger impression on these fairly-habited islands than in 
more densely populated areas. In the North Atlantic region, where islands were days or 
weeks away from each other, every ship could represent new ideas, objects, traditions 
which strengthened their cultural and psychological inherence to continental Europe 
(Pierce 2011: 74-76).   
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4. Methods 


4.1 Preface 


As my thesis involves several facets, I choose to utilize a handful of methodological 
 approaches considering the theoretical frameworks outlined in chapter 3. First of all, I 
 intend to retrace the contribution of settlers' identity in the demise of Norse settlements 
 in Greenland. To scrutinize this, I wish to study the different aspects of identity both in 
 the past and in modern times. Once again, I formulated my research question as follows: 


- To what extent and how did the settlers' identity contribute to the deterioration of the 
 Norse settlements in Greenland?  


- What role does the cultural heritage of Norse settlements in Greenland play in today's 
 national narratives of this cultural-historical phenomenon? 


Studying the significance of the settlers' identity in the demise, I cannot leave out the 
 discussion of the different theories regarding the collapse. First of all, I have chosen to 
 look at the history of Norse Greenland itself, the organization of the Norse society and 
 the written sources in order to gain a basis and understanding of what was going on 
 there, what processes and particular decisions shaped the growth and decline of the 
 settlements. As there is an adequate amount of theories regarding the deterioration, I 
 have utilized a critical approach in order to eliminate irrelevant arguments and to focus 
 on the most relevant and credible ones. Primarily written sources and results from 
 previous researches were in use to debate and discuss these theories. However, these 
 written materials mention and discuss Greenlandic matters from an external point of 
 view, so I take into consideration the possibility of false information. Moreover, the above 
 mentioned written sources usually handle information from second or even third-hand. 


Due to these facts, I also adopt a critical attitude towards the written sources depicting 
 the different theories. 


To investigate the identity of past Greenlanders and its role in the deterioration, the best 
 and most obvious way to scrutinize different cultural practices and archaeological 


assemblages. Cultural practices are challenging to study regarding past societies unless 
 we have a very comprehensive depiction of them in various written sources. In the 
 matter of Norse Greenland, we do not possess such outlines, authors rarely depicted 
 cultural processes in Greenland. So I mainly focus on the cultural material of the 
 medieval settlement. Through this material, identity can be expressed and reveal its 
 different roots, sources, and traditions. However, material culture includes a vast amount 
 of objects in Greenland, both organic and inorganic, so I need to narrow down the 


studied assemblage. From the material record, I choose to study those objects and 
 cultural practices, which, through identity, can be communicated in the best possible way 
 (see chapter 7).  


As I mentioned above, I would like to concentrate on the identity and how modern 
Greenlanders define themselves up against or in cooperation with the medieval Norse 
elements. In this way, the thesis I write will also unearth the phenomenon and the 
research field around today's cultural heritage and its aspects in Greenland. Although 
studying heritage is having a renaissance – also in Greenland-, the amount of written 
material in certain matters is surprisingly adequate. So I have to rely on information 
obtained from contacts and personal accounts. 
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 4.2 The material  


4.2.1 The archaeological assemblage 


As I described above, I intend to carry out an analysis of a selected archaeological 


material regarding identity in the past. As one's identity in Europe in the middle ages was 
 defined by religion hence Christianity, in no small degree, I choose to study the different 
 religious objects. Under "religious objects," I imply commodities which dispose of 


religious meaning, practices, were found in ecclesiastical context and/or were used for 
 religious purpose. I categorize these objects by the medium describing the fabrics' 
 possible meaning additionally in Christianity and ecclesiastical matters.  


For discussing this, I have to limit my studied assemblages, in order to correspond to the 
 magnitude of my master thesis. I have chosen personal valued objects which hold great 
 potential for studying an individual’s or community’s identity as their actions and 


decisions reflect choices in the material culture. In some cases, the origin and the 
 traditions of particular artifacts will also be studied as these factors would have a 
 contribution in shaping identity. Additionally, I intend to review the raw material (local 
 adequacy or import), the purpose, and the significance and additional meaning in Norse 
 Greenland.  


4.2.2 Collection and procession of the material 


Cultural material recorded in Greenland provides the foundation for my study. Half of the 
 recorded artifacts are stored and exhibited in the National Museum of Denmark in 


Copenhagen, and the remaining objects are situated in the National Museum and Archive 
 of Greenland in Nuuk. Although most of the artifacts were revealed and found mainly in 
 the late 19th and 20th centuries, they are well documented and illustrated in the literature 
 by contemporary standards. Besides studying the assemblage in excavation reports and 
 other written matters, I established several contacts at the museum in Nuuk, where 
 experts kindly handed over information about these objects. When it is provided, 
 artifacts were included the date, context, and the number of ruin-group where it was 
 recorded.  


As I mentioned above, a considerable amount of Greenlandic objects can be found in 
 Copenhagen, at the National Museum of Denmark. I also established several contacts 
 with archaeologists at this museum regarding relevant material. Additionally, I utilized 
 the museums' digital collection online (https://samlinger.natmus.dk/), which has been 
 handy in finding and studying different objects. Moreover, I have exploited the provision 
 of a virtual tour that is available in the whole area of the museum. The National Museum 
 has a particular exhibition on the Norse settlers in Greenland, where objects are arranged 
 thematically. Due to this service, I have been able to analyze objects which otherwise 
 would not be obtainable in written material.  


 4.2.3 Medieval churches as sources for discussing identity 


 Besides the tangible material culture, medieval churches contribute to another aspect of 
studying identity. Studying ecclesiastical architecture, its traditions, and influences can 
give me a better understanding of the settlers' identity. Churches are the most apparent 
and visible sources of expression in connection with Christianity and the settlers' cultural 
ethnicity. On the other hand, differences in the building traditions can display a local, 
specific comprehension of identity. I intend to study whether the prior or the latter was 
more crucial in Norse Greenland. 
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 I have chosen to debate and discuss these buildings on a regional scale, focusing mainly 
 on Greenlandic material as discussing church sites in the whole North Atlantic region 
 would exceed my dissertation. The material in Norse Greenland contains so far 20 
 medieval churches which can be divided into three phases: 


• Landnåm phase 


• The Roman phase 


• The Gothic phase 


I intend to study these ecclesiastical buildings in the matter of architectural style, 
 building material, date, and location in the settlements. These structures will be 
 presented in a table (Appendix 1), and a distribution map (figure 23-24) is created for 
 visualization of their disposition.  


As a general principle, I determine to study identity through archaeological assemblages 
 and churches to get insight into the motivations of the Norse settlers. Employing this, I 
 attempt to explore the contribution of the settlers' decisions in the downfall of the 
 settlements. One's decisions and choices sprang from their cultural ethnicity, which is 
 best indicated through material culture and ecclesiastical architecture. 


4.3 Cultural identity and heritage of modern Greenlanders  


Cultural heritage on the island is a rather complex phenomenon containing medieval 
 Norse, Danish, and Inuit cultural elements. In the initial phase of my project, the 
 intention was to meet local inhabitants and carry out a comprehensive interview 


personally. However, the high costs of accommodation and traveling prevented me from 
 performing these actions, so I rely mainly on exchanged emails and other virtual 


solutions. As a part of this, I have decided to establish several contacts at the National 
 Musem and Archive in Nuuk and to require information about the nature of the cultural 
 heritage management and its perception. To study that, I have chosen to carry out 
 so-called open-ended interviews in the matter of two subjects in Greenland. 


An open-ended interview can be an effective method to gather relevant information in 
 matters which otherwise are not so well documented or studied. This type of information 
 gathering means that although questions can be scripted, the interviewer usually does 
 not know what the outcome of the answers will be. These interviews cannot just 
 contribute to fulfilling primary objectives, but they can focus more on the participant’s 
 feelings, experiences, and perceptions. This method can lead the interviewer and 
 researchers in a new orientation, allowing them to experience different perspectives. I 
 intend to perform two structured open-ended interviews, both containing constructed 
 questions in advance (Monroe: 2002, 101-102).  


The interviews will concern questions about the cultural heritage and its perceptions in 
 Modern Greenland. One interview will involve inquiries about the current and past 
 exhibitions and management of the National Museum and Archive in Nuuk. I intend to 
 approach these questions from an Inuit perspective, gaining information about whether 
 their material culture is exhibited and at what rate compared to other assemblages. 


Additionally, I inquire about the management of the museum: Is the museum governed 
from Denmark, or is it self administered and independent from Danish authority? To gain 
information, I have chosen Christian Koch Madsen as my respondent, who is the deputy 
director and curator at the National Museum and Archive in Nuuk. The other open-ended 
interview involves the Inuit perceptions about the Norse cultural elements. Have these 
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traces become a part of their own cultural heritage? In this case, the respondent will be 
 Alibak Hard, who is the most accomplished researcher as he is the site manager of the 
 UNESCO World Heritage Site Kujataa. Moreover, he represents the locals’ living in and 
 maintaining the cultural landscapes of South Greenland.    


 4.3.1 Case study: Kujataa 


Kujataa World Heritage Sites serves just as my comprehensive case study in studying the 
 interactions of different cultural elements in today's Greenland. Kujataa is a subarctic 
 farming landscape located in the southern region of Greenland. I assume that it will 
 provide pragmatic research of identity as this site complex contains different traces of 
 three cultural ethnicities. It incorporates the cultural evidence of the Norse-farmers from 
 the 10th to the 15th century and Inuit farming communities from the end of the 18th
 century to the present days. The attributes of this landscape include different 
 ruin-groups, vegetation patterns associated with farming and grazing, church sites, Inuit 
 farming houses and buildings, archaeological objects, and other intangible traces. 


Studying these remains and their interactions with each other will serve as a vital 
evaluation in my research.  
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5. Norse Greenland’s setting in the North Atlantic


5.1 Landnåm and the structure of the settlements  


Norse Greenland's history is not an isolated phenomenon that scholars concluded in the 
 past. It must be studied in a broader context, compared to other areas in the North 
 Atlantic region, due to connections regarding community development, trade, the 
 lifestyle of the settlers, and the church organization (Deckers 2006: 13, Keller 1989: 


113). 


According to the Landåmabok (The 
 book of Settlement), the first Norse 
 people came from Iceland under the 
 leadership of Eiríkur Rauði (Erik the 
 Red). Written sources state that this 
 colonization happened 15 years 
 before the official introduction of 
 Christianity in Iceland. This 
 happened around 999/1000 A.D. 


therefore the colonisation of 


Greenland was scheduled to 985/986 
 (figure 4). Erik the Red departed with 
 25 ships from which 14 ships arrived 
 at the coast of Greenland. That 
 would mean approximately 500-700 
 people on board as Poul Nørlund 
 estimated (Nørlund 1934: 18). These 
 Norsemen settled down in the coastal 
 region of the island, concentrated in 
 3 different settlements: the Eastern, 
 the Western and the Middle – 


settlement (see figure 2). The land 
 was divided between these families 
 along Greenland's west coast where 
 each family occupied their own 
 territory. Their farms and dwellings 


were situated mainly in the proximity to the shoreline and the inner parts of the fjords 
 which could have been the most fertile regions on the island. The population reached its 
 highest peak about 1300 A.D when some 2000 – 3000 people lived in the Eastern and 
 the Western settlement (Lynnerup 2000: 293-294). 


Figure 4-  Map displays the voyage of Erik the Red from 
Iceland (Arneborg & Seaver 2000: 283)
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The Norse settlers were first and foremost farmers, land-owners who preferred to 
 continue pastoralism in Greenland, a lifestyle that they had gotten used to in their 
 homeland. On the limited space of green land alongside the fjords and in narrow valleys, 
 they kept cattle, sheep, and goat. The animal bone records show that bigger farms have 
 relatively more cattle than medium-sized and smaller farms. On the other hand, past 
 Greenlanders were always depended on the sea and its food sources: they could exploit 
 the rich marine resources in which Greenland was abundant. In the fjords, they could 
 easily catch seals and fish, and during spring and fall, migratory harp seals could be 
 crucial sources of food. From later periods of the settlements, the animal bone records 
 display a predominantly marine diet (mainly seal), increased from 40 % to 60 %, in 
 some cases to 80 %. Thus consuming domestic animals were gradually taken over by 
 marine food resources (figure 5) (Arneborg et al. 1999: 165-166, Arneborg et al. 2012: 


130-131).  


Their community was probably organized in the same way as in Iceland, which meant the 
 Norse people in Greenland lived in a stratified society where chief families held the power 
 to govern both the secular and ecclesiastical institutions. On the other side of the 


hierarchy, tenants were controlled by these powerful leaders (Keller 1989: 23-24). In the 
 first period, Greenland did not belong to the Norwegian Kingdom; this happened later in 
 1261 when Greenland voluntarily became subject to the Norwegian king Håkon 


Håkonsen. It is interesting to note that the colony got its first bishopric already in 1225, 
 which was assigned to Nidaros Archdiocese. It is uncertain how they could become 
 subject to a Norwegian Archbishopric without being first subject to the Norwegian king 
 (Arneborg 1991: 142-144, Arneborg 2003: 171-172). 


Figure 5- Distribution of species in archaeofaunal assemblages both from Western and the 
Eastern Settlement. Mark the high proportion of seal and other marine resources (Madsen 
2014:22)
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5.2 Mercantile relations and relationship with neighbors 


Greenland had a lack of substantial raw material (mainly iron and timber) and seemingly 
 did not have a lot of natural resources. The whole situation was also aggravated by the 
 harsh climate, which made the cultivation circumstantial. We can take into consideration 
 the vast distances which raised serious difficulties for mercantile relations, the import, 
 and export of trades. Furthermore, the periodically appeared drift ice also worsened the 
 situation. Despite these circumstances, they did colonized Greenland. Of many driven 
 push factors, scholars suggest that colonization occurred due to the overpopulation of 
 Iceland in the 10th century. On the other hand, several archaeologists have suggested 
 that the Norse expansion into the North was supposedly triggered by a pull factor: the 
 intention to exploit maritime resources and Arctic commodities. This colonization was 
 probably a planned and intentional movement in the Norse expansion to the North 
 Atlantic region (Deckers 2006: 6-8, Frei et al. 2015: 439-440, Hartman et al. 2017: 


129).  


Figure 6 - Potental walrus-trading routes (dashed brown line) including the Disko Bay area (number 
 4), where Norsemen organized hunting expeditions. Deposits of objects carved from Greenlandic 
 walrus tusk were found in different towns across Europe (orange place-names). Dark-grey areas 
 mark present-day distributions of walrus populations (Star et al. 2008: 3) 


Trading relationships and the utilization of marine resources between Greenland and the 
rest of the world are discussed in the Kongespeilet (The King’s Mirror), which depicts that 
Greenland played an important role in the transatlantic imports and exports. As stated in 
the written sources, Greenlanders exported skins, fur, ropes, and different part of the 
walrus, amongst others. The tusk ivory had a high value in the middle ages, particularly 
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