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Abstract

This study discusses settlement patterns and the interaction between farms during the
last millennium BC in Rogaland. It is based on a collocation of 792 radiocarbon dates
from 250 different sites retrieved through archaeological survey and excavation projects
before 2020. Most of the dates are from the Pre-Roman Iron Age (500-1BC), and the
geographical distribution suggests a settlement expansion in the region around c. 500 BC.
The settlement is dominated by single farms, but some areas have been densely populated,
and in the northern part of the Jeeren district the distance between each farmstead
has not exceeded 500-700 metres during the Pre-Roman Iron Age. The distribution of
radiocarbon dated sites and features within the landscape suggests that outfield areas
were vital for subsistence. It is argued that the interaction and collaboration between
different farms must have been extensive when exploiting resources in pastures and
outfield areas, particularly in densely populated areas like the Jeeren district.

Keywords: Southwest Norway, Pre-Roman Iron Age, farm structure, landscape,
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Introduction

Since the end of the 1980s, when mechanical topsoil stripping became a frequently used
archaeological method, the number of prehistoric agricultural settlements that have been
found in Rogaland has increased considerably. Many of these settlements have produced
radiocarbon dates from the Late Bronze Age (1100-500 BC) and Pre-Roman Iron Age
(500-1 BC). This article is based on a collocation and an assessment of the context of all
radiocarbon dates from this period in Rogaland.

The main objective is to discuss settlement patterns and farm organization in the
last millennium BC. In Rogaland, settlement is dominated by single farms, but some
areas were densely populated, suggesting a close coexisting settlement structure. The
distribution of radiocarbon dates within the landscape also suggests that outfield areas
were significant for the subsistence of the population. I will discuss land use and how
the exploitation of resources within pastures and outfield areas influenced the spatial
organisation of farms during the last millennium BC, and address the important question
of how this affected the interaction and collaboration between different farms, especially
in densely populated areas.
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Figure 1. The distribution of sites from the last millennium BC in Rogaland, including place names mentioned in the article. The
yellow dots marks sites which have radiocarbon dates from the Late Bronze Age (1000-500 BQ). Illustration: Trond Meling.

Settlement and farmsteads in the last
millennium BC

There is evidence of a distinct settlement expansion during
the last millennium BC in several places along the coast
of western Norway (e.g., Loken et al. 1996; Lgken 1998a,
1998b; Myhre 2002; Diinhoff 2005a). Existing farm areas
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expanded, and pollen analyses show that new land was
cleared to facilitate farming, grazing and settlement
(Prgsch-Danielsen and Simonsen 2000; Overland and
Hjelle 2009). At Forsandmoen in Rogaland (fig.1), for
instance, the settlement expanded from two farmsteads
in the Early Bronze Age to at least six in the Late Bronze



Age (Lgken etal 1996:71). Houses became smaller in
the last millennium BC, and even though there are some
regional differences in how houses were constructed
(Diinhoff 2005b), most of them have been 10-20 metres
long and 5-6 metres wide (Lgken 1998a, 1998b, 1999;
Myhre 2002). Usually, they have traces of two opposite
and recessed doors in the middle, dividing the house
into separate rooms for animals and people. Most
farmsteads have only one building, but some also have
a second building for storage purposes or craft activities
(Legken 1998b; Diinhoff 2005D).

The small houses from the Late Bronze Age and
Pre-Roman Iron Age were most likely inhabited by family-
like households (Myhre 2002; Bjorhem and Staaf 2006),
and several researchers have argued that rights to arable
land were related to how long a household remained as
a unity (Gerritsen 1999:143-144; Herschend 2009:169-170;
Bukkemoen 2015:113; @degaard et al. this volume). If the
households changed, for instance by death or marriage,
rights concerning the farm and the exploitation of the
land had to be re-negotiated (Herschend 2009:170).
Therefore, new farms were established, and existing
farmsteads had to “re-emerge” when a new household
took over. This is often referred to as a wandering
(Gerritsen 1999:139; Holst 2010:170) or a random
(Gjerpe 2017:189-190) settlement structure, and it forms a
contrast to a more fixed settlement where the farmsteads
were used and maintained for several generations,
and where households achieved stronger rights to use
of land (Gjerpe 2017:191-194). In parts of Sweden, the
development of fixed farmsteads began already in the
Late Bronze Age (Ullen 1995; Borna-Ahlkvist 2002), while
it first appears in the latter part of the Pre-Roman Iron
Age in Norway (Bukkemoen 2015; Ystgaard 2019). In the
late Pre-Roman Iron Age there are also examples of large
houses with several entrances leading to different rooms
(Loken 1998a; 2001), suggesting a more stratified society
towards the end of the last millennium BC.

The transition from a random to a fixed farmstead is
also related to the formation of the farm as a social and
economic unit (Myhre 2002:121). However, the farm as a
notion is disputed, and some archaeologists only use the
term to describe farms dating back to the medieval period,
while previous settlements are referred to as “agricultural
settlements” (Grgnnesby 2013:78). In this paper, traces
of agricultural settlements from the last millennium BC
are interpreted as remnants of farms and farmsteads —
first, because most of these settlements are found within
contemporary agrarian landscapes which include traces
of farming and grazing, suggesting that cultivation and
animal husbandry were the main reasons to settle, and,
secondly, to distinguish the agricultural settlements (farms)
from sites and places which were used occasionally and
for short periods only.

It has been suggested that the settlement at
Forsandmoen was organized as a village around 300 BC,
since there were, at this time, eight different farmsteads in
the area situated 30-90 metres apart (Lgken et al. 1996:71).
A village can be structured in different ways depending
on time, place, and social organization, and it is difficult to
create a simple or universal definition which is adequate
for all types of villages (Sabo and Séderberg 2019:44). Most
definitions, however, are based on quantitative (at least two
or three adjacent farmsteads) and functional (collaboration
between farmsteads) characteristics of the settlement
(Sabo and Soderberg 2019). In this article, the extent of
collaboration between different farms will be emphasised,
but the discussion is based on the assumption that
interaction took place between single farms in this region.

The radiocarbon dates from the last
millennium BC

The dataset in this study consists of 792 radiocarbon dates
(fig. 2). Around 80 % are from excavations, while the rest
are from different kinds of surveys. Most of the dates are
from publications and excavation/survey reports, but
some are only accessible in the archives at the Museum
of Archaeology, University of Stavanger and at the county
Administration in Rogaland. The radiocarbon dates are
sampled from 250 different archaeological sites, and nearly
all are produced through development-led archaeology.
Consequently, most sites are found along the coast, and in
areas that are densely populated today, especially around
Stavanger (fig. 1).

Several Scandinavian studies have wused large
datasets of radiocarbon dates as a proxy to investigate
long-term changes and variations in agricultural practice,
demography and human activity (e.g., Lageras 2013;
Solheim and Iversen 2019; Gundersen et al 2020;
Mjeerum 2020; Loftsgarden and Solheim this volume).
Most of these studies handle a much wider time frame
than the last millennium BC, and many have also modelled
the radiocarbon data to avoid errors because of sampling
bias (e.g Solheim and Iversen 2019; Mjaerum 2020). In
this study the radiocarbon dates have been calibrated in
OxCal. v4.4.2, but the data has not been modelled, and
the dates are only presented as an ordinary sum diagram
(fig. 2). However, this diagram displays a general trend,
and within the last millennium BC, the distribution of
radiocarbon dates from Rogaland is similar to the sum
diagrams from other parts of Scandinavia.

There has been a steady increase in the number of
dates from the early part of the Late Bronze Age from
Rogaland, and a small peak in the diagram is seen c. 800 BC
(fig. 2). Between c. 750 BC and c. 550 BC the curve is rather
flat (fig. 2). This is due to a plateau in the calibration curve,
often referred to as the Hallstatt plateau, which makes it
impossible to distinguish chronological sequences within
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Figure 2. Sum diagram of 792 radiocarbon dates from
the last millennium BC in Rogaland. The radiocarbon
dates have been calibrated in OxCal v4.4.2.

this period (Ystgaard et al 2019:29). The most significant
increase is in the Pre-Roman Iron Age, especially between
€.400 - 200 BC, while there is a subsequent small decrease
in the number of dates after c. 200 BC (fig. 2).

The chronological distribution of radiocarbon dates
from Rogaland suggests intensified human activity
during the last millennium BC, particularly in the first
half of the Pre-Roman Iron Age. This development is also
demonstrated by the distribution of sites since the number
of sites clearly increases, both geographically and within
already settled areas, around 6-500BC (fig.1). Hence,
there is reason to believe that both the number and the
geographical distribution of radiocarbon dates, especially
after c.500 BC, reflect a period of expansion where new
land was cleared to facilitate farming, grazing and the
construction of settlements. A similar expansion in
settlement and farming has also been demonstrated in the
eastern part of Norway during this period (Gjerpe 2017;
Mjeaerum 2020).

At 45 sites it has been possible to define buildings.
These make up less than 20 % of all sites, but even so most
radiocarbon dates seem to be from farms. Many of the
sites are located in areas where farming conditions are
good, and within most sites there are usually both a large
number and a great variety of features, suggesting that
they are traces of settlement.

Some radiocarbon dates, however, are from sites
that do not appear to have been farms or dwellings. For
instance, it is quite common to find cooking pits and
fireplaces, either singly or in small clusters, from the Late
Bronze Age and Pre-Roman Iron Age at Stone Age sites
along the coast (e.g., Bang-Andersen 1981; Eilertsen and
Redmond 2019; Sgrskog 2020). Several rock shelters have
alsobeenoccupied during this period, butonly occasionally,
and for short periods (Meling 2017a). Many of these rock
shelters and Stone Age sites are situated at a distance from
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farmsteads, and they demonstrate that different parts of
the landscape were exploited in the last millennium BC.
Their location in the landscape also illustrates that outfield
areas must be taken into consideration when discussing
settlement structure and the spatial organisation of farms.

The farm and the surrounding
landscape

To demonstrate to what extent outfield areas were related
to farmsteads in the Pre-Roman Iron Age, three case
studies from different parts of Rogaland will be presented.
The case studies represent well documented areas, where
several survey and excavation projects have taken place.

Laupland and Vdgshaug, Bokn

In 2016-18 alarge-scale survey and excavation project took
place at Laupland and Vagshaug on Bokn (Sgrskog 2018,
2020; Jensen 2020), an island situated in the northern
part of the Boknafjord basin (fig.1). The undulating
landscape on Bokn, dominated by exposed bedrock, bogs,
streams, and small lakes, is typical for the coastal region
of southwest Norway. The land suitable for settlement and
farming is somewhat limited, and within the investigated
area the fields and the settlement were concentrated on
a narrow strip of land at Laupland, surrounded by rocks
and bogs (fig.3). At Laupland, radiocarbon dates and
botanical analysis indicate that farming started in the Late
Neolithic, and that the area was continuously occupied
until the medieval period. No complete houses from the
last millennium BC were found, but radiocarbon dated
postholes and fireplaces indicate that there have been
at least four buildings at the site which have succeeded
each other within the Pre-Roman Iron Age. Scattered in
the surrounding landscape were several cooking pits, a
cremation burial and three cairns, all contemporary with
the settlement from the Pre-Roman Iron Age (fig. 3). The
burial, which is of a young adult, was found in a small
cairn situated on top of a rocky outcrop, about 250 metres
from the settlement. The three cairns, which were
found c. 750 metres from the settlement, have no clear
indications of being burials, but they are interpreted as
possible graves because of several construction details and
the regular shape (Sgrskog 2018:8). Nearly all the cooking
pits were found at different Stone Age sites located
between 150 metres and 800 metres from the settlement.

Gjeldestadvika, Eigeroy

A similar proximity between a settlement from the
Pre-Roman Iron Age and contemporary cooking pits has
also been found on the island of Eigergy in the southern
part of Rogaland (fig. 1). At a place called Gjellestadvika,
several survey and excavation projects have been carried
out since the early 1970s due to industrial construction
work (e.g., Simonsen 1972; Bang-Andersen 1988; Bjgrdal
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Figure 3. The position of the settlement, fields and different structures from the Pre-Roman Iron Age at Laupland and
Vagshaug on Bokn, plotted on an aerial photo from 1967. Photo: Kartverket. Illustration: Trond Meling.

and Dugstad 2014; Meling 2017a). Most excavations at
Gjellestadvika have been related to Stone Age sites, but
they also include a rock shelter and several gravemounds
from the Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period (Bang-
Andersen 1988). During surveys in 2013, archaeologists
also found traces of farming and settlement dated to the
Pre-Roman Iron Age (Bjgrdal and Dugstad 2014), and, as
on Bokn, these were situated within a limited area on high
ground. The contemporary cooking pits, mostly found at
Stone Age sites, are located between 100 and 300 metres
from the settlement (fig 4). Pollen analyses demonstrate that
the areas around the settlement were heathland and used
for grazing during the Pre-Roman Iron Age (Simonsen 1972).

Avaldsnes, Karmay

The third example is from Avaldsnes on Karmgy (fig. 1).
Avaldsnes is probably best known as a place of aristocratic
power and importance in the Late Roman Iron Age and
onwards to the medieval period (Skre 2018). However, the
agrarian settlement in the area was established in the Late
Neolithic, and it expanded during the last millennium BC
(@stmo and Bauer 2018). No traces of buildings have been

found from this period, but radiocarbon dated features
and the presence of thick cultivation layers suggest an
increased settlement over time, especially in the latter part
of the Pre-Roman Iron Age (@stmo and Bauer 2018:87).
This assumption is supported by the existence of a similar
and contemporary settlement at Velde (Dugstad 2011),
only 500 metres southwest of Avaldsnes (fig.5). Many
of the cooking pits dated to the Pre-Roman Iron Age at
Avaldsnes are found within or close to the fields (@stmo
and Bauer 2018:87), but they also occur in the outskirts of
the settled areas, along the seashore and on small islands
close to land (fig. 5).

Discussion

Pollen analyses show that grass- and heathland
dominated the coastal landscape of southwest Norway
in the Pre-Roman Iron Age (Prgsch-Danielsen and
Simonsen 2000), and many of the structures found in the
proximity of the settlements on Bokn and Eigergy and
at Avladsnes probably relate to grazing, the tending of
animals and the exploitation of hay-meadows. Some of the
cooking pits, at least on Eigergy and those close to the sea
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Figure 4. The position of the settlement and cooking pits from the Pre-Roman Iron Age at Gjellestadvika,
Eigeray, plotted on an aerial photo from 1967. Photo: Kartverket. Illustration: Trond Meling.
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Figure 5. The position of the settlement/fields and different structures from the Pre-Roman Iron Age at
Avaldsnes and Velde, plotted on an aerial photo from 1964. Photo: Kartverket. Illustration: Trond Meling.
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at Avaldsnes, could also be related to fishing and hunting
of sea mammals. It is also likely that cooking pits were used
during special occasions and gatherings, such as juridical
and political meetings (Gjerpe 2001; @degaard 2019)
and ritual activities (Narmo 1996; Henriksen 2005). The
ritual use of the surrounding landscape is also illustrated
by the burial on Bokn and by the discovery of four ard
shares close to Avaldsnes. The ard shares were found in
a bog about 1 kilometre west of Avaldsnes (fig.5), and
the location could indicate that the bog was situated at a
territorial boundary (Zachrisson 2018:695-696).

The variety and number of structures in meadows
and outfield areas suggest that resources within such
landscapes were important for subsistence in the
Pre-Roman Iron Age. There is also reason to believe that
these resources had an influence on the location and
organization of farms. In areas with a dense population,
they would most likely also affect how adjacent farms
interacted and coexisted.

The interaction between farms

The highest concentration of sites with radiocarbon
dates from the last millennium BC in Rogaland is in the
northern part of the Jeeren district, especially around
Hafrsfjord (fig. 6). Only small parts of this area are higher
than 100 metres above sea level, and it is covered by thick
and fertile Quaternary deposits which present favourable
conditions for cultivation (Bergstrem etal 2010).
Hafrsfjord is also one of few sheltered harbours along
the coast of Jeeren. So far, surveys and excavations have
uncovered over 20 farm sites from the last millennium BC
(fig. 6). These are situated on both sides of the fjord, but
the majority are along the western part, particularly
at Tjora and Semme (Fyllingen and Armstrong 2012a;
Eilertsen 2016; Meling 2017b, Lindell etal 2018;
Fyllingen 2019; Meling et al. 2020a).

Far from all sites around Hafrsfjord have been the subject
of thorough excavations, but many have traces of thick
cultivation layers and continuous agricultural settlements
dating back to the Late Neolithic (e.g., Tansgy 2001;
Fyllingen and Armstrong 2012a; Meling 2017b; Meling et al.
2020a). One example is a site at Semme which had traces of
twelve houses. The oldest house is dated to the transition
between the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age, while
the rest are from the last millennium BC (Meling 2017b;
Meling et al. 2020a). Apart from a Late Bronze Age house,
which was 20-25 metres long, all houses dated to the last
millennium BC had a length of around twelve metres. The
size indicates that the houses were occupied by family-like
households, and both radiocarbon dates and the location
within the site suggest that the houses succeeded each other
over time. Because of massive aeolian activity the site was
abandoned in the latter part of the Pre-Roman Iron Age, and
the area was not re-occupied until the Late Iron Age.
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The relocation of houses within a limited area at
Semme suggests a rather stable settlement structure at
the site during the last millennium BC. Not all settlements
around Hafrsfjord have the same long-lasting stability,
and some were only used in the Pre-Roman Iron Age
(e.g., Lindell etal. 2018; Meling etal. 2018; Lindell this
volume). However, many of the pre-Roman settlements
have multiple houses from this period (Bjerlo 2011; Meling
etal 2018; Fyllingen 2019). Pollen analysis also shows that
agriculture expanded in the area at this time, and that
permanent fields and hay-meadows were established
(Fredh et al. 2018). This suggests that the settlement around
Hafrsfjord increased during the Pre-Roman Iron Age, and
that many farmsteads became fixed farms/settlements
which were occupied for several generations. At Sgmme
this development seems to have taken place already in the
Late Bronze Age (Meling et al 2020a).

The distance between each farmstead also supports the
suggestion of a structural stability in the area, particularly
in the Pre-Roman Iron Age when most farms were situated
no more than 500 to 700 metres apart (fig. 6). In some places
the distances were even less. One example is from Tjora
where two farmsteads were situated 125 metres apart in
the 4% century BC (Fyllingen 2019). Both farmsteads were
located on a ridge but separated from each other by a
marshy area. Another site is Varaberg, which has remnants
of seven houses dated to the first half of the Pre-Roman Iron
Age (Meling et al. 2018). Most of the houses have succeeded
each other within this period, but radiocarbon dates and
the position of the houses suggest that there might have
been two separate farmsteads, only 20 metres apart, within
the site in the second half of the 4™ century BC.

Around Hafrsfjord there are several graves, ritual
deposits, and sites with single or small clusters of cooking
pits dated to the last millenniumBC (fig.6), and like
the situation at Bokn, Eigergy and Avaldsnes, many are
located on the outskirts of the settlement or between
different farmsteads. At Sgmme, for instance, three
cooking pits dated to 1000-600 BC have been recorded in
an area which was used for pasture in the Late Bronze
Age, and which was situated c.500metres from the
nearest contemporary farmstead (Meling et al. 2020b). The
same proximity between settlements and cooking pits is
also recorded at Tjora and Myklebust, and at these sites
some of the cooking pits were related to large boulders
(Bell 2012; Fyllingen and Armstrong 2012b). At Tjora the
distance between the boulder and the settlement was
around 150 metres, suggesting that it was situated on the
outskirts of a farmstead. The location and the size also
suggest that the boulders had a ritual function (Bell 2012;
Fyllingen and Armstrong 2012b), and close to the boulder
at Tjora, on a rocky hilltop, was a grave field with at least
seven cremation burials from the last millennium BC
(Fyllingen and Armstrong 2012b). The grave field was



Figure 6. The distribution of settlements, graves, ritual depositions, and cooking pits from the last millennium BC around
Hafrsfjord. Illustration: Trond Meling.

most likely related to one or several farms at Tjora, and the
location could have been a boundary between different
farms or landscapes. Ritual deposits in bogs may have had
a similar function, since the great majority of such finds in
Rogaland come from agrarian landscapes where the bogs
were natural boundaries that differed significantly from
the surroundings (Flesland 2014).

It has been argued that the settlement expansion in the
Pre-Roman Iron Age must have influenced how, and towhich
extent, outfield areas were used, and that the exploitation

of resources in the outfield was subject to common
regulations (Bjérhem and Staaf 2006:192; Friman 2008:116;
Holst 2010:158). Rock shelters may have functioned as
important focal points when drawing up and monitoring
such regulations (Meling 2017a), but this could also apply
to large boulders, graves and cooking pits scattered in the
landscape. Grazing was probably well organized in this
period (Petersson 2004:231-232), and cooking pits in grazing
areas, like those at Semme, could represent places where
herdsmen gathered and tended the animals (Prescott 1995;
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Petersson 2001). It is also possible that such places were
related to specific farm areas or farmsteads as part of a
common regulation of pastures and outfield areas, and
perhaps the rights to exploit the resources were associated
with the household as a unit. If so, these rights had to be
re-negotiated when the composition of the household
changed, and the cooking pits could represent meeting
places in the landscape where rights between neighbouring
farms were settled. The meeting places probably changed
over time in step with the settlement expansion, and this
could explain why no large assemblages of cooking pits
have been found within pastures and outfield areas around
Hafrsfjord, which would suggest a regular use of the same
place. Instead, the only finds of such features have been
single or small clusters scattered in the landscape.
Thelarge number of farms around Hafrsfjord, particularly
in the Pre-Roman Iron Age, and the extensive exploitation
of pastures and outfield areas, suggest a comprehensive
collaboration and solidarity between different farms. The
distance between some of the farmsteads was also very short,
and some might characterise the settlement, at least in parts of
the area, as a village. I am, however, reluctant to use this label
since there are no fences linking the settlements together,
and since most of the farms have been separated from each
other by natural barriers like bogs, streams, and small lakes.
Still, the need for working together, making agreements and
negotiating rights was probably much more important for
subsistence around Hafrsfjord, than in less densely populated
areas of Rogaland. The result of this collaboration could even
have been some measure of unity between farms where
different households regarded themselves as a group with
common interests. In my opinion, the settlement around
Hafrsfjord demonstrates that single farms could have a high
degree of interaction without being organized as a village.
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