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economy can be considered as part of a functioning market economy in the western 

Scandinavian inland from the Late Viking Age. 
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The period from the Late Viking Age to the High Middle Ages (c. 950–1350), was one 

of economic expansion in Scandinavia: Towns where formed, populations increased, 

and royal and church power were firmly established.1 Even if the inland economy and 

resources have hardly been integrated into more overarching research, this paper 

highlights that these changes were also felt in inland Norway. This first systematic 

study of trade and exchange between the inland regions of South Norway and the 

coastal areas will be both applicable and relevant beyond Norway by furthering our 

understanding of Scandinavian resources and their role in the complex economic 

networks of this period. 

Many of the well-known commodities from Scandinavia in the Viking and 

Middle Ages are non-agrarian products, such as furs, hides, ivory, antlers, soapstone 

vessels, honingstones and iron. These originate from areas beyond the arable land, a 

part of the landscape defined in Scandinavia as ‘utmark’ – the outfield.2 The primary 

geographical area of research is the inland of southern Norway, and in particular the 

areas surrounding the mountain plateau of Hardangervidda, see FIG 1. These are 

regions characterised by vast outfield areas, sparse arable land and relatively harsh in 

climate. The population density was low compared to the settlements in the lowlands.3 

However, the inland seems to have been more independent, with a higher degree of self-

owned farms and significantly lower tax burden.4 

Earlier research has shown (1) an extensive surplus production in the inland 

regions of Norway and Sweden based on outfield resources such as iron from bog ore 

and products from hunting and trapping.5 And (2) large-scale trade and economic 

activities at marketplaces along the coast in the Viking Age, and in the medieval towns.6 

So far, these two research strands are not fully integrated, and a major question remains 

                                                 
1 Glørstad and Loftsgarden 2017; Skre 2012; Brink and Price 2008; Helle et al. 2006; 

Andersson et al. 2008 

2 Holm et al. 2005 

3 Dyrvik 2004 

4 KLNM XV:539–541 Dørum 2004 

5 Larsen 2009; Rundberget 2013; Bergstøl 2008; Mikkelsen 1994; Tveiten 2012; Englund 2002; 

Magnusson 1986 

6 Skre 2007; Skre 2008; Skre 2011; Clarke and Ambrosiani 1991; Sindbæk 2007a; Bill and 

Rødsrud 2017; Pestell et al. 2003; Helle et al. 2006; Hansen 2017 
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unanswered: How were the inland resources integrated in the domestic and international 

economy? In order to address this issue, we need to understand (1) the basic 

infrastructure of domestic trade – (2) what were the resources and commodities 

included in the trade and not least, (3) what were the rationale of the actors involved. 

Building on previous research,7 this paper shows a dynamic trade network—one 

that was adaptable to trade patterns and surplus production—covering large parts of 

South Norway. In addition, I will explore the actors behind the surplus production from 

outfield resources and the subsequent trade with these commodities. Who were they and 

what caused them to start this extensive inland production and trade from late Viking 

Age (c.950–1050). 

                                                 
7 Loftsgarden 2017 
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FIG 1: Places of trade in the regions surrounding the Hardangervidda-plateau and the main 

communication routes. Map by K. Loftsgarden. Background map: Kartverket (Norwegian 

Mapping Authority).  

In terms of structure, the paper starts by identifying the inland marketplaces, 

their locations and range in size and activities. Subsequently I will explore the 

commodities that were part of the trade at the marketplaces—however, the focus is on 

iron. Iron production is especially visible in the archaeological material and are used as 

an example of the surplus production based on outfield resources in the inland regions. I 

will present calculations and show the extent of iron production in the Viking and 

Middle Ages. In the last part of the paper, my results are integrated in the ongoing 



Medieval Archaeology. Vol. 64, no. 1 (Pre-proof, after-review edited version) 

5 

 

discussion concerning marketplaces, trade and specialised surplus production in 

Scandinavia in the Viking Age and Middle Ages. I postulate that the marketplaces – as 

hubs in stable economic networks – was integral to the increase and subsequent mass 

production of iron. Moreover, I argue that the medieval towns, the royal and 

ecclesiastical elites were dependent on trade through these inland marketplaces. 

Data sources and methodical approaches  

When seeking to expand our knowledge of trade, marketplaces and inland surplus 

production one is dependent on utilising and triangulating information from a wide 

range of written, geographical and archaeological sources, see table 1. This is essential 

as few marketplaces have been excavated and the existing archaeological data material 

is scarce and often fragmented. As a result, the paper approaches the topic from three 

different angles; first by identifying the markets places, then calculating the iron 

production and lastly mapping the relations between marketplaces and sites of resource 

exploitation. 

Table 1. The main sources used 

Archaeological databases Description 

Unimus.no A near complete database containing 

Norwegian archaeological artefacts and 

samples 

Askeladden.ra.no A database with detailed information of 

Norwegian archaeological sites and 

monuments 

Fornsok.se 

 

A database with detailed information of 

Swedish archaeological sites and monuments 

 

Kulturarv.dk/fundogfortidsminder/ Databases with detailed information of 

Danish archaeological sites and monuments 

 

Written sources  

- Diplomatarium Norvegicum. Oldbreve til 

Kundskab om Norges indre og ydre Forhold, 

Sprog, Slægter, Sæder, Lovgivning og 

Rettergang i Middelalderen.  

 

Documents and letters from Norway older 

than 1590, verbatim and in the original 

language. 

 

 

- Regesta Norvegica. kronologisk Fortegnelse 

over Dokumenter vedkommende Norge, 

Nordmænd og den norske Kirkeprovins. 

A chronological inventory of all known 

documents relating to the history of Norway 

during the Middle Ages. The series contains 

summaries in modern Norwegian of medieval 

documents concerning Norway and 

Norwegian affairs 
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- Snorre Sturlasons kongesagaer  

- Islendingesagaene: samtlige sagaer og førtini 

tætter 

Icelandic sagas 

 

- Bergens Kalvskinn  

- Grågås: Stavanger stifts og domkapitels 

jordebok ca. 1620. 

- Skattematrikkelen 1647 

- Norske Regnskaber og Jordebøger fra det 

16de Aarhundrede  

Surveys and registers for ownership and 

taxation purposes, such as the land-tax paid 

on a fixed assessment. 

 

- Den ældste Frostathingslov  

- Den ældre Gulathings-lov  

- Jónsbók  

- Magnus Lagabøtes bylov  

- Magnus Lagabøtes landslov 

- Norske Rigsregistranter – tildeels i uddrag. 

Medieval law texts and amendments to the 

law code 

 

Historia Norwegie A brief history of Norway and a geographical 

survey, as well as a genealogy of the Earls of 

Orkney and a catalogue of the Kings of 

Norway. Written c. 1150–1200 AD. 

Place names  

- Fritzner, Johan 1886–1896: Ordbog over det 

gamle norske Sprog, vol. I–III. Den norske 

Forlagsforening, Kristiania. 

 

Dictionary from Old Norse to Norwegian, the 

largest dictionary of its kind. 

- Rygh, Oluf 1897–1924: Norske Gaardnavne 

oplysninger samlede til brug ved matrikelens 

revision. Bind I–XVIII. Christiania. 

 

The work contains information such as the 

earliest record and the historical writing for 

the names of main farms (matrikkelgårder) in 

Norway. 

 

 

Maps  

- The Norwegian Mapping Authority, historical 

maps; 

https://www.kartverket.no/kart/historiske-

kart/ 

A database containing most Norwegian maps 

older than 1900. This includes military maps 

and the so-called “Amtskart” (1826–1917) 

which were the first detailed set of maps to 

cover all of Norway. 

Local legends and traditions  

- Haukenæs, Thrond Sjursen 1884–1890: 

Folketro i Hardanger : belyst ved Natur- og 

Folkelivsskildringer, Eventyr, Sagn, 

Fortællinger osv. fra ældre og nyere tid. Bind 

I–XI. 

- Solheim, Svale 1952: Norsk sætertradisjon. 

Instituttet for sammenlignende 

kulturforskning. Serie B, vol. XLVII. Novus, 

Oslo. 

Various local history, legends and traditions. 
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Identifying markets places  

In order to identify the marketplaces, I use a wide spectrum of available sources, see 

table 1. A number of place-names refer to old marketplaces or fairs, such as variations 

of the Old Norse kaup—the best-known example being Kaupang in Skiringssal.8 In 

addition, local traditions and legends may be helpful in locating marketplaces. The main 

body of data is nevertheless from surveys and re-examinations of existing 

archaeological and historical material. 

Archaeologically, an identifying feature of marketplaces are concentrations of 

so-called token-money (e.g. coins, cut-up silver/gold) or equipment related to token-

money (e.g. scales, weights, weight-adjusted items). In Scandinavia these first appear in 

the Migration Period (AD 400–550) and subsequently in the Viking Age (AD 800–

1050).9 Especially from the 9th and 10th centuries, monetisation seems to become an 

integral part of wide scale trade. In this period there is a marked increase in regional 

surplus production, weights become standardised and there are indications of a greater 

use of silver as a means of payment.10  

In some inland areas this monetisation can be seen in from of grave goods such 

as silver coins, imported goods and weighing equipment. In the context of being grave 

goods one can’t equate this directly as traces of a marketplace. However, concentrations 

of graves containing coins, whole and fragmented, and weighing equipment indicates 

the importance of trade in a given region.  

Minor excavations have been carried out as part of this project, and in 

collaboration with the Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research (NIKU), an 

area in Kinsarvik by the Hardangerfjord was mapped using ground-penetrating radar.11 

Surveys conducted on marketplaces in mountainous regions found traces of tent rings, 

horseshoes, horseshoe nails, fire steel and knives—items that could represent traces of 

yearly gatherings with the purpose for trade, competition and social interaction. 

 

                                                 
8 Schmidt 2000 

9 Skre 2017,284 

10 Pedersen 2008; Skre 2013,80–81 

11 Kristiansen et al. 2016 
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Resources – calculating the iron production  

Although a number of non-agrarian products from the inland were of importance as 

traded goods, see FIG 2, I will focus on iron. Numerous iron production sites have been 

surveyed and excavated, mainly due to the construction of dams as part of hydroelectric 

power and the development of large inland areas for cabins and cottages.12 The amount 

and quality of archaeological data from iron production is therefore especially good, and 

in this study, I use iron as an example of the surplus production of inland resources. 

 

 

FIG 2:  Examples of trade goods important in the Viking Age and Middle Ages in South 

Norway: soapstone vessels, fur, skins, antlers, honing stones and iron. Photo: I.E. Johnsen © 

The Museum of Cultural History, UiO / CC BY-SA 4.0 

                                                 
12 Larsen 2009 
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Iron production from bog ore is known in Scandinavia from the Early Iron Age up 

to the end of the Middle Ages.13 The technology of iron production, used in the 

Scandinavian Viking Age, was gradually introduced during the 7th and 8th centuries AD. 

Larger furnaces with slag pits were over time replaced with smaller and less resource-

intensive furnaces with slag tapping.14 

From the late 10th century and onwards there is a marked increase in the iron 

production in South Norway, as well as in Sweden.15 The intensity of iron production is 

apparent from the thousands of production sites recorded, where the majority is dated to 

the period c. 1000 ‒ 1300.16  

Based on metallurgical analysis it is possible to estimate the amount of iron 

produced on any given iron production site based on the amount of slag left behind on 

the site.17 To establish the total amount of iron produced I base my calculations on an 

average of three tons of slag per iron production site and interpolate from areas that are 

well surveyed by county archaeologists. While I estimate the demand for iron on a 

local, regional and national level by synthesising previous research. In addition, I re-

calibrate earlier C-14-results from iron production sites and charcoal pits, and in order 

to increase the accuracy of the data, I also carry out statistical analysis of C-14-results 

from previous excavations and projects. 18 

 

Mapping spatial relations between marketplaces and sites of resource exploitation  

In order to map spatial relations between the marketplaces and sites for resource 

exploitation I use Geographic Information Systems (GIS). Digital information of the 

location and date of most archaeological finds, sites and monuments in Scandinavia are 

available in various databases, see table 1. In addition, I utilise data from historical 

sources, place names and topographical elements. Moreover, communication routes are 

                                                 
13 Stenvik 2003 

14 Nørbach 1999,245; Larsen 2009,95 

15 Tveiten and Loftsgarden 2017 

16 Larsen 2009,181–183 

17 Rundberget 2007,333 

18 Using the OxCal calibration software, developed and run by The Oxford Radiocarbon 

Accelerator Unit at the University of Oxford. 
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mapped in GIS from historical maps, mainly dated to the 18th and 19th century. Studies 

show that there exists a high correspondence between routes and roads from the Viking 

and Medieval Periods and those of the Modern Era.19 The abundance of data requires a 

systematic approach. This is achieved by storing both spatial and non-spatial data in a 

geodatabase, which also simplifies the development of analyses and queries. 

Results 

From the data and methods described, it is possible to establish a comprehensive 

overview of places of trade in the Southern Norwegian inland in the Late Viking Age to 

High Middle Ages and estimate the total amount of iron produced during this period. 

Together, this provides new and important knowledge regarding the utilisation of inland 

resources and the economic development in agriculturally marginal areas. 

Marketplaces 

By using the methods and material outlined above, I define and map 22 places of 

trade. This paper will focus on the smaller annual mountain marketplaces/fairs and the 

larger, more permanent marketplaces in the fjords (where the populations may have 

specialised partly in trade and crafts), see FIG 3.   

                                                 
19 Steen 1929,211; Fønnebø 1988; Roland 2001; Sanmark 2009,210 
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FIG 3: Map showing marketplaces and towns in South Norway c. 950 ‒ 1350. Map by K. 

Loftsgarden.  
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The degree of certainty for the identifications of the mountain and inland 

marketplaces varies between the sites. Obviously, the certainty increases with the size 

of the sites. The larger permanent marketplaces have thick cultural layers, waste from 

production and traces of buildings. The seasonal marketplaces are identified with the 

least degree of certainty and identifications are reliant on stray finds, place-names and 

local traditions.  

Several of the inland marketplaces were located where fjords and mountains 

meet, or where paths and routes from different valleys converge. Many of the 

marketplaces also lie in boundaries between regions that exploited different resources. 

Kaupanger in the inner parts of Sognefjorden, Veøy in the Romsdalsfjord and 

Borgund in Sunnmøre are the most prominent marketplaces, referred to as ‘kaupangr’ 

and ‘kaupstaðr’, between Bergen and Trondheim in the Late Viking Age to the High 

Middle Ages.20 At least from the 12th century these three sites appear as marketplaces 

with a specialised population of traders and craftspeople, see FIG 3. They are also tied 

by economic and political networks to the medieval town Bergen, which experienced an 

increase in political and economic significance during this period.21 

New geophysical surveys and a re-examination of archaeological excavations 

and finds suggest that Kinsarvik should be counted as a similar marketplace, although 

somewhat smaller. There are traces of 18‒20 houses situated near the medieval stone 

church.22 This area also contains a thick cultural layer and finds of coins, slag, iron bars, 

fragments of soapstone vessels and ceramics; all of which indicate trade and possibly 

production in the Middle Ages.23 

As detailed in FIG 3 and table 2, the results outline a development where 

marketplaces—both the larger/permanent sites with crafts and trade, and the smaller 

seasonal marketplaces—emerged in the inland areas of Norway and were in use from 

the Late Viking Age and throughout the High Middle Ages.  

It can be difficult to date the period of use when researching places of trade, as 

there are few archaeological and historical sources, especially for the smaller sites. The 

                                                 
20 Herteig 1954; Herteig 1974; Solli 1999; Øye 1989 

21 Helle 1982 

22 Kristiansen et al. 2016; Herteig 1968 

23 Loftsgarden 2017,92–106 
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evidence of use concerning small and medium-sized places of trade in the periods 

before the High Middle Ages must in many cases be regarded as circumstantial. 

Table 2. An overview of the central marketplaces and potential seasonal marketplaces/fairs in 

Southern Norway c. 950 ‒ 1350. 

Name Assessment Type 

Borgund 

Archaeological excavations have shown a largescale 

marketplace with specialised trade and production.24 

Borgund is also described in contemporary historical 

sources.25 

Marketplace 

Kaupanger 

Kaupanger is described as a major marketplace with 

specialised tradespeople in the 12th century Sverris 

saga.26 Archaeological excavations have shown 

production sites connected to smithing, charcoal 

production and the production of tar.27 

Marketplace 

Kinsarvik 

Archaeological surveys have shown thick cultural 

layers with charcoal, slag, an iron bar hoard, early 

medieval silver coins and remains of soapstone 

vessels.28 In addition, geophysical surveys have 

shown several house remains that should be seen in 

relation to trade and production.29 

Marketplace 

Veøy 

In 12th century saga of Magnus Erlingsson, people 

from Veøy are described as townspeople 

(beyarmonnum).30 Moreover, in the Böglunga sögur 

(ch. 9), Veøy itself is described as a town (bæinn). 

Archaeological excavations have shown thick 

cultural layers with slag from smithing, ceramics and 

fragments of soapstone.31  

Marketplace 

Kyrkjestølen 

Kyrkjestølen is located in the mountains between 

eastern and western parts of Southern Norway, 

several kilometres from the nearest farmsteads. 

Historical sources describe a seasonal 

marketplace/fair at least from the 17th century.32 A 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

                                                 
24 Herteig 1974; Myrvoll 1977; Larsen 1970 

25 NgL III:222–223; RN VII, nr 1191 

26 Sverris saga ch. 79–82 

27 Øye 1989; Knagenhjelm 2004; Øye 1977 

28 Herteig 1968; Bakka 1954 

29 Kristiansen et al. 2016 

30 Sagaen om Magnus Erlingsson ch. 7–8 

31 Solli and Stamnes 2013; Solli 1999; Herteig 1954 

32 Ey 1916; Ruge 1916 [1750]; Øverland 1891 
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stave church built in the middle of the 13th century 

indicates the existence of a seasonal market place 

also in the Middle Ages.33 

Kaupang-Koppang 

The site is located on a small island in the river 

Glomma with remains of a medieval church, as well 

as cultural layers with findings from the Viking Age 

to the Middle Ages including Viking Age weights.34 

More archaeological investigations are needed; 

however, the location, the findings and the place 

names suggest a seasonal marketplace from the 

Viking Age to the Middle Ages. 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

Røldal 

There are descriptions of a seemingly well-

established seasonal marketplace/fair from the 17th 

century.35 Røldal is centrally located between the 

inland and coastal regions and a relatively large 

grave field indicates that Røldal had a regionally 

central role in the Late Iron Age.36 A finding of a 

pair of scales from the Viking Age suggest that trade 

was of importance, since there are few known scales 

and weighing equipment in the Southern Norwegian 

inland from this period.37 

 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

Valle 

There are several seasonal marketplaces/fairs in this 

area, at least from the 17th century.38 Valle and the 

nearby areas in Setesdalen stand out in the 

Norwegian inland with several finds of weighing 

equipment and hacksilver from Late Viking Age 

graves.39 This and the location as a connecting point 

between inland and coastal areas, indicates the 

importance of trade from the Late Viking Age and 

onwards. 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

Hallingskeid in 

Grøndalen 

The site is located in the mountains where several 

known paths meet.40 The place name, the location, 

traditions and stray finds of horseshoes, horseshoe-

nails and knives indicates a seasonal marketplace/fair 

in the Middle Ages.41 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

                                                 
33 Christie et al. 2013 

34 (Mus.nr. C52727/9-11) 

35 Haukenæs 1894,349; Dalen and Dalen 1960,152 

36 Kraft 1830,680–681; Fett 1955,4–7 

37 Museum number B6718/C23587l 

38 Gjellebøl 1800,55–58; Glostrup and Huitfeldt-Kaas 1895,39 

39 Larsen 1980; Glørstad and Wenn 2017 

40 Vallevik 1961 

41 Loftsgarden et al. 2017; Berg et al. 2017 
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Kaupang in Hol 

The place name and the location where three valleys 

and routes meet indicate a seasonal marketplace/fair, 

however further archaeological investigations are 

needed. 

Seasonal 

marketplace/fair 

 

Iron production c. AD 950—1350 

Charcoal pits are closely connected to iron production in Norway in the Viking and 

Middle Ages.42 By analysing the distribution of charcoal pits, it is therefore possible to 

differentiate between the distribution of slag-tapping furnaces used in the Viking Age 

and the Middle Ages from the earlier iron production sites, and consequently indicate 

the core areas of iron production in this period. As shown in FIG 4, this equates to the 

upper parts of the main valleys of South Norway, namely Setesdal, Telemark, 

Hallingdal and Valdres, and the middle part of Østerdalen.  

 

FIG 4:  Kernel density map showing the distribution of known charcoal pits (32,668 pits), 

indicating iron production sites in the Viking Age and the Middle Ages, 10th to 14th century, in 

Norway and Sweden. Data from the Norwegian database for cultural heritage, Askeladden, and 

                                                 
42 Bloch-Nakkerud 1987; Loftsgarden 2015 
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the Swedish National Heritage Board’s database for archaeological sites and monuments, 

Fornsök. Map by K. Loftsgarden. 

Calculations based on surveyed and excavated iron production sites indicates 

that in South Norway as much as 190 000 tonnes of iron were produced from the Late 

Viking Age and throughout the High Middle Ages.43 A summary of radiocarbon dates 

from charcoal pits using a kernel density approach show that iron production followed a 

curve of gradually increasing production from the end of the Viking Age and with a 

high activity over a period of around 300 years before the production declined 

somewhat rapidly beginning around 1250,44 see FIG 5. 

 

 

FIG 5: 1104 radiocarbon dates from excavated charcoal pits in South Norway summarized using 

a kernel density approach in OxCal.45 The dates are collected by professor Jan Henning Larsen 

and Kjetil Loftsgarden. 

                                                 
43 Loftsgarden 2017,69; Rundberget 2013,253–254 

44 Loftsgarden 2017,69 

45 See  Ramsey 2017 
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Supply and demand 

The estimate of 190,000 tonnes of iron produced from the Late Viking Age to the High 

Middle Ages in Norway is significantly higher than the estimates made of the demand 

for iron during this period. Hans Andersson, Gitte Hansen and Sonia Jeffrey have 

presented an estimate of iron consumption in medieval towns based on data from 

Bergen in Norway and Lödöse in Sweden.46 Studying the finds from the excavated 

areas of Bergen dated to approx. AD 1100‒1170, they found that iron objects 

constituted a total weight of 3330 grams. The authors estimate that one would find 

around 82 kg if the entire town area was excavated. 47  This would mean an iron 

consumption of barely 1.2 kg per year. For Lödöse their estimate is 3500 kg over 300 

years, which equates to 12 kg per year. 48 However, there are issues connected to 

methodology and representativeness, such as the preservation of iron, as the authors 

also recognise. In addition, the iron which forms the basis of the estimate, constitutes 

the iron that went out of circulation and not the iron used.49 Iron produced in this period 

was excellent for smithing and this made it relatively easy to forge larger items from 

smaller pieces.50 For example, studies of iron bars from the medieval town Tønsberg 

showed that most were welded together from smaller parts.51 This suggests that most 

iron was reused, and explains the small amounts of iron found in Middle Age towns.52  

Based on Lödöse, a minimum amount of iron that went out of circulation in 

Swedish towns in the period 1000–1300 has been estimated to be a total of 52 tonnes.53 

Catarina Karlsson on the other hand has estimated an annual loss of iron through wear 

in connection with soil cultivation alone to be around 48 tonnes per year in Sweden 

around 1300.54 This may indicate that in Sweden the greatest demand for iron was in 

                                                 
46 Andersson et al. 2015 

47 Andersson et al. 2015,224 

48 Andersson et al. 2015,238 

49 Andersson et al. 2015,225 

50 Granås 2015 

51 Jakobsen 1991,146 

52 As also pointed out by Hansen 2015,167–169 

53 Andersson et al. 2015,247 

54 Karlsson 2015,296 
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rural areas. 55 However, there has been little research on the iron requirements 

connected to monumental buildings, boat constructions and warfare in Scandinavian 

Viking and Middle Ages. 

The annual demand for iron during the Middle Ages in Norway has been 

estimated at 1 kg per farm, although 5 kg is also used.56 In order to use these figures for 

the society as a whole, one must calculate the population size and the number of farms. 

It is estimated that the number of farms in Norway around 1300 was between 60,000 

and 70,000, and a population size between 400,000 and 530,000.57 

With an estimate of 60,000‒70,000 farms and an annual demand of 1 kg iron per 

farm, a year's iron requirement around AD 1300 will be of 60‒70 tonnes. This 

corresponds well with the figure Karlsson has put forth from Sweden. Over a period of 

300 years, there would have been a need of 18,000‒21,000 tonnes of iron for all farms 

within Norway's modern borders. This figure may also be lower because the 

calculations do not consider the increase in the number of farms from the Late Viking 

Age. Nevertheless, this and previous estimates of iron demand are surprisingly low 

considering the estimates of the amount of iron produced. Even with a consumption of 5 

kg of iron per farm per year, the annual demand does not exceed 300–350 tonnes of iron 

and 90,000–105,000 tonnes over 300 years. This indicates that the domestic demand for 

iron was significantly less than the supply. Consequently, iron from the Norwegian 

inland must have been a regional, interregional and international commodity in the 

period 1000–1300 AD.58 

Discussion 

This brings us back to the main questions set out above; what caused the extensive 

inland production and trade from the Late Viking Age and throughout the High Middle 

Ages? And how were inland resources integrated in the domestic and international 

economy? 

                                                 
55 Andersson et al. 2015,247 
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As shown, there were several marketplaces of varying size and complexity from 

the Late Viking Age and onwards, and in the same period there was a considerable 

regional surplus in the production of iron in the inland of Southern Norway. The 

location of the marketplaces and finds of iron bar hoards and iron slag suggest that iron, 

and other inland resources, were part of extensive trade networks where marketplaces 

functioned as hubs connecting the inland to the coast. 

Dagfinn Skre has convincingly argued for the monetarisation of the 

Scandinavian societies, first in the Migration Period (in the 5th to 6th centuries AD) and 

then again in the Viking Age.59 Skre finds that once the monetary practices of valuing 

items in a common monetary unit and paying by means of a medium had been 

established, transaction could be monetary despite the absence of token-money, such as 

silver or coins. Consequently, the introduction of a monetary practice was a change in 

mind-set and not merely the introduction of a certain media.60 

The results presented in this paper support this assertion and indicates that trade 

(the value of and payment for commodities) followed a monetary practice that had 

become well established by the Late Viking Age—not only in the populated coastal 

regions, but also at marketplaces/fairs in the inland areas. For instance, it is reasonable 

to assume that the findings of weighing equipment, silver coins and hacksilver from 

sevaral late pre-Christian burials (dated between 970–1065 AD) in Valle, Setesdalen, 

mentioned in table 2, reflect a greater resource specialisation and economic structuring 

of the society from the Late Viking Age—a development that may have occurred in 

large parts of South Norway, but which is most visible in the grave goods of the 

extraordinarily late pre-Christian burials in Setesdalen. 

It is likely that monetarisation of society made surplus production and trade a 

viable economic option for the inland farmers. However, a key factor behind the 

increase in regional surplus production must have been that there was a demand for the 

goods the inland could produce. Consequently, one should see the extensive amounts of 

iron produced during this period in view of the increased demand for iron. Although this 

is likely to have changed slowly and over time, there were several technological 

changes in agriculture in Northern Europe in the period between AD 1000‒1200 that 
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increased the demand. A central feature is the use of spades with an iron edging and 

larger, heavier ploughshares.61 Based on Swedish material, it appears that the weight of 

ard- and ploughshares remains stable between 0.3-0.5 kg from the 6th century and up to 

the end of the 10th century—at which point the shares became longer and the weight 

increased to about 1 kg.62 

Ploughshares were exposed to severe wear and tear, and accounts from the 16th 

century Swedish royal manors and farms show that a ploughshare was worn down to 

half its size in four years.63 In Denmark, Jørgen Elsøe Jensen estimated that by the end 

of the 13th century around 500 tonnes of iron were needed annually for ploughs alone.64 

Only a handful of iron production sites from the Viking Age and the Middle Ages are so 

far known in Denmark, meaning they were dependant on iron import. 65 

There was a significant exchange of goods within Scandinavia from the Viking 

Age, exemplified by archaeological objects such as soapstone products, quernstones and 

reindeer antlers.66 It is reasonable to assume there also was a considerable degree of 

export of iron from Sweden and Norway to Denmark. There have been conducted trace 

analyses of iron and slag in iron found in Denmark to determine the origins of the iron. 

These, admittedly few analyses, show that at least some of the iron in Denmark came 

from Norway.67 This corresponds well to my results showing the considerable amounts 

of iron produced in Norway, which, as previously discussed, greatly exceeded local and 

national demands. 

The demand for iron may well have been an important factor for farmers, based 

in the mountain and valley regions, in deciding whether to start iron production—at 

least in the sense that increased demand caused iron as a commodity to increase in 

value. This could have been a motivational factor to start production; even so, the value 
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must have been high enough for farmers to risk using already stretched resources, such 

as time and labour, on iron production. 

Iron was produced throughout the Iron Age but an increase in demand, and with 

that an increase in value, probably stimulated an increase in iron production. And it is 

likely that the idea of iron production, as a possible way of providing commodities for 

trade, spread from farm to farm and region to region over time—as Bernt Rundberget 

has shown was the case in Østerdalen.68 Although iron production was a specialised 

skill, it was nevertheless an experience-based knowledge that, when first learned, was 

more labour-intensive than complicated.69 

The technological changes that came about in Scandinavia towards the Viking 

Age did not make iron production more effective, but it did make iron production more 

dynamic.70 The introduction of charcoal pits meant that one could use smaller trees as 

fuel for the iron production and therefore marginal forest areas could be exploited. 

Thus, the less resource-intensive furnaces and the use of charcoal pits meant that iron 

production in the Viking Age and Middle Ages was well suited for low mountain areas 

and upper valley regions, and could easily be adapted to farms with a diverse economy 

of animal husbandry, agriculture and seasonal utilisation of outfield resources.71 The 

smaller and simpler iron production sites from the Late Iron Age and the Middle Ages 

could be readily established and then moved after a few seasons, closer to the sources of 

wood and ore. One was not dependant on investing a lot of time and resources on one 

site and iron production became more flexible and adaptable to economic and political 

changes. 

The technological changes were undoubtedly important. However, the triggering 

factor for the surplus production of iron by farmers from the mountainous/valley 

districts at the end of the Viking Age was more likely linked to social structures. By this 

point in time, the social structures were stable enough to maintain trade networks 

between the marginal regions and the central, more populous areas over a longer period.  
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The marketplaces thereby become an important intermediary space where 

resources from regional surplus production could become a commodity and all actors 

could be certain to exchange their goods against other desired and/or necessary 

products. 

 

FIG 6:  Kernel density map showing marketplaces and towns in relation to the major iron 

producing areas in the Viking Age and the Middle Ages in black/grey and areas of greatest 

population in blue. The population data is based on farmsteads shown on 19th century maps, 

“Amtskart”, which have been digitalised as part of a project led by Professor Frode Iversen, the 

Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo. Map by K. Loftsgarden. 



Medieval Archaeology. Vol. 64, no. 1 (Pre-proof, after-review edited version) 

23 

 

The driving force may have been that iron production was considered a secure 

and possibly lucrative subsistence strategy. Local and regional elites could also have 

worked to promote iron production, as well as the king and church. Still I consider it 

unlikely that outside forces were directly involved in the utilisation of resources, at least 

concerning the areas surrounding the Hardangervidda-plateau. This is unlikely because 

of the way iron production was organised—on thousands of small sites spread out over 

vast areas. In addition, the farms in these areas seems to have had a high degree of self-

ownership.72 As such, they were exempted from several taxes and there appear to be 

little direct involvement from the king before well into the High Middle Ages.73 Still, 

the king and church were gaining importance through economic and political networks 

that were vital for the emergence of marketplaces, especially of the larger permanent 

sites.74  

The location of the marketplaces/fairs indicates that they served as interregional 

meeting places between inland and coastal areas, see FIG 6. It may therefore be relevant 

to see the marketplaces as hubs in scale-free networks.75 Such a network was dependent 

on relatively few central hubs with many contacts that provided the connection between 

more marginal links in the network. This made it extremely effective, but also 

vulnerable and unstable in times of crisis, if key persons or sites should fall.76 As hubs 

in scale-free networks, the marketplaces enabled an efficient trading of goods and 

resources and made marketplaces an arena where specialised farmers could be confident 

that they could trade off their surplus production. 

The changes in technology previously outlined meant that specialised farmers 

more easily could adjust the iron production to varying degrees of supply and demand. 

This was important since the specialised farmers on relatively marginal farms could not 

risk spending time and labour on producing large quantities of iron if they were not 

confident they could exchange the surplus iron for things they needed or wanted. 
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I would argue it is likely that trade attained an increasing prominence on annual 

fairs in the mountain and valley regions from the Late Viking Age, in line with the 

monetisation and the growing regional specialisation and surplus production. As trade 

became more prominent, we can identify these meeting places as seasonal marketplaces. 

However, based on archaeological and historical sources, it is difficult to clearly 

distinguish between fairs and seasonal marketplaces. Such a distinction may also not be 

relevant, as it is likely that trade was a part of most social gatherings.77  

Conclusion 

This study has shown the existence of a broad range of marketplaces from the Late 

Viking Age to the High Middle Ages, spanning from seasonal marketplaces or fairs in 

mountainous regions to more established marketplaces with specialised trade- and 

craftspeople in inner fjord regions. As such, trade could take place on a number of sites 

and settings, differing both in size and in complexity. 

Thousands of small-scale iron production sites in the inland, and a high-degree 

of self-ownership and reduced taxation in the same region, indicate that the extensive 

surplus production of iron was organised and carried out by specialised local farmers. 

The goods resulting from this surplus production could then be exchanged at seasonal 

marketplaces in the mountainous or upper valley districts, or at more permanent 

marketplaces like Kinsarvik in Hardanger or Kaupanger in Sogn. 

Several factors were at play for this development to occur, but an important 

precondition was the monetisation of the Scandinavian societies and an increased 

demand for iron. The amounts of iron produced in Norway in this period exceeded 

local, regional and national demands for iron. Still, one can assume that iron was not 

produced in quantities that were difficult or impossible to be traded off. The value of 

iron must have outweighed the cost of production to such a degree that it became a 

viable resource for farmers in the inland regions. 

At the marketplace, an inland population could obtain the products they needed 

or wanted and the populous communities along the coast—the medieval towns, the 

royal and ecclesiastical elites—had access to the resources from the hinterland via trade 

networks flowing through these marketplace hubs. This integration of the inland 
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resources in the domestic and international economy can be considered as part of a 

functioning market economy in the South Norwegian inland from the Late Viking Age.  

The lack of iron production sites in Denmark indicates that this country was the 

recipient of a considerable amount of the iron produced in Norway. However, the 

international trade of iron is not fully understood and demands more research. Questions 

regarding who organised this trade, who were the tradespeople and who were the 

recipients are some of the questions that need to be addressed. 
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