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Figure 7. The Stabben soapstone deposit. (Photo: @. Vorren, Tromsg University Museum).

In this connection, it is interesting that these deposits were not exploited. According to Richard
Bradley (2000:28-30), it is common that rocks significant to indigenous people often seem to
resist aging and are seemingly invulnerable in their original appearance; a fact which adds to their
significance to the people visiting them. Thus, a common feature of sacred natural places, such as
rocks, caves or mountains, is that they are usually unaltered and left entirely unmodified.

A multi-ethnic involvement?

When discussing the ethnicity of the soapstone users, different kinds of data can be drawn on. One
is the geographical location of the quarries. As elaborated on above, the quarries in the present study
are situated in areas with a mixed Norse/Sdmi or primarily Sdmi settlement in the late Iron Age and
early Medieval period (Hansen & Olsen 2007, 2014).

Besides the examples of Assebakte and Stabben, which suggest the use of soapstone deposits
as Sdmi landmarks and sieidis, a possible multi-ethnic involvement is indicated by soapstone finds
from the surrounding areas of the quarries and their archacological context. The soapstone-tempered
ceramics from Makkholla in Finnmark are Kjelmoy-type ceramics, a ceramic group that, together
with Risvik-ceramics, has been linked to the increasing cultural dualism that is observable in the
archaeological record from the early Metal period and onwards. Risvik ceramics are usually found
along the coast of Nordland and the southern parts of Troms in areas with primarily agricultural
settlement, whilst Kjelmegy-ceramics are found in hunter-gatherer contexts in northern Troms and
Finnmark. These two distinct ceramic traditions have been seen as a symbolic expression of this
cultural development and the emergence of Norse and Sdmi ethnicity during the Iron Age (Jorgensen
& Olsen 1988; Andreassen 2002; Hansen & Olsen 2007:53—-56, 2014).

Ethnicity has also been important in the interpretation and discussion of the archaeological
material and the soapstone finds from the settlement sites at Vestvatn, Eiterjord and Arstad in the
vicinity of Stolpe. The economy at these sites was based on a combination of agriculture, hunting,
fishing and the exploitation of several outfield resources, like iron production (cf. Jorgensen 2010)
and possibly the quarrying and working of slate and soapstone. Artifacts from these sites include both
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items that are interpreted as Norse, such as combs made of reindeer antlers (which was the common
raw material for combs in medieval Norway) or soapstone vessels, as well as artifacts usually associated
with a Sdmi cultural context (e.g. bone items with linear decoration). While Gerd Stamse Munch
(1967) interpreted the sites as Norse settlements with Sdmi interaction, Knut Odner (1983:68) later
argued for interpreting the sites as Sdmi or a possible case of hybridization and especially regarded the
soapstone artifacts as a Norse cultural feature. Yet, both Odner and Stamse Munch highlighted the
linear decoration on the soapstone scoops as an example of Sdmi cultural influence since it is quite
similar to the decoration on some of the bone items from these sites. This may be further supported
by the confined geographical distribution of these scoops.

In addition to the close proximity of Stolpe, the scoops are also found in Arjeplog, northern
Sweden, which is about 170 km from Stolpe. In historic times, a trading route across the mountains
connected the Misvar area with Arjeplog (Fjellstrom 1986:305; Brekke 1989). Each year in the
autumn, Sdmi reindeer herders came from Arjeplog to Misver to trade and sell their products (Brekke
1989). Further investigation is required to see if this trading route might have already existed during
the late Iron Age or Medieval period and if the scoops were produced at Stolpe. Still, the production
and distribution of these specific scoops suggests a Sdmi interaction due to the linear decoration on
the handles and the fact that they are found in the Misvar and Arjeplog areas, with Sdmi cultural
influences visible in the archaeological record from the Iron Age and onwards.

Altogether, the sources suggest that a multi-ethnic context and possible involvement should be
considered for all investigated quarries. For some sites, the affinity to Sdmi culture is more distinct
and is sometimes the only indication of use, whilst in other cases, indications on the socio-cultural
background of the users and producers of soapstone are mixed. However, when discussing ethnicity,
one has to keep in mind that our modern classifications and interpretations do not necessarily
capture past peoples’ concepts and perceptions of identity. Several researchers have emphasized the
problem of applying ethnic ‘categories’ that are too narrow, as well as a Norse/Sdmi dichotomy, to
the archaeological material from northern Norway. In recent years, there has been increased focus on
the complex relationships between Norse and Sdmi cultural features and social identities in northern
Norway in the Iron Age and early Medieval period. Hybridization and a mix of cultural expressions
did not only take place in border areas between the Norse and Sdmi settlements, but also in places
that previously were regarded as core regions for either the Norse or the Sdmi culture. Like the
adaptation of Norse or Simi ethnicities, hybridization could also have been a conscious choice and
a social strategy (Spangen 2005; Bruun 2007). The soapstone finds from the settlements at Vestvatn,
Eiterjord and Arstad in the vicinity of Stolpe combine both ‘Norse’ and ‘Sdmi’ cultural features and
could possibly be regarded an example of hybridization.

However, a discussion of ethnicity may be a useful approach to gain increased and more nuanced
insight into the socio-cultural background of soapstone production and use. In the same fashion as
with the northern Norwegian quarries, hunter-gatherer groups could also have exploited Kvikne/
Sandbekkdalen; four soapstone clubs found in the quarry possibly indicate this. Furthermore, nearby
pitfall systems for reindeer and elk/moose hunting have been found (Skjelsvold 1969:233-234). On
the other hand, such pitfall systems may date to other periods than the quarrying, and without any
information about their chronology a possible relationship cannot yet be confirmed (see Grenne et
al. this vol.). Still, a discussion of the socio-cultural background and ethnicity of soapstone utilization
may also be an issue of relevance for areas further south in Norway (cf. Bergstol 2008).
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Perspectives for further research
The northern Norwegian quarries’ geographic location and evidence of their use indicate a multi-
ethnic use of the natural resources/places. An awareness and accentuation of this multi-ethnic
situation raises questions on the chronological, socio-cultural and economic backgrounds of soapstone
production and use that require further investigations:
*  When did this kind of utilization and production take place? Was it contemporary to the
large-scale production of vessels and building stones in the late Iron Age and Medieval period
in the more southern parts of Norway?

e Which factors determined production and why were small soapstone items primarily made?
Wias it due to natural conditions (e.g. stone quality or accessibility of stone sources) or due to
socio-cultural aspects?

e Can different types of soapstone production be linked to different ways of life? Can, for
example, the quarrying and use of large and heavy soapstone items, such as vessels production/
large and heavy soapstone items be related to agricultural settlement and the making of small
items such as net weights and scoops, be linked to a semi-sedentary lifestyle?

*  Who had the right to use the soapstone sources? Who worked in the quarries?

* To which level was production organized; did the products satisfy household/local demands
only or were they meant for further distribution and trade?

Some of these questions will be addressed further as part of the author’s Ph.D. project and several
articles are in progress. In the next step, geochemical analyses will be conducted in cooperation with
geologist Gurli Meyer from the NGU, in order to investigate the distribution of locally quarried
soapstone products. Samples from five quarries and a selected number of soapstone artifacts from
secure archaeological contexts will be compared in order to try to match the products to their original
raw material source. A particular concern is trying to match soapstone objects from Sdmi cultural
contexts to the quarries and to see whether the distribution of the products can be linked to Sdmi
trading and exchange networks. Another article by the author and stonemason Eva Stavsgien from
the Nidaros Restoration Workshop seeks to explore the factors that might have been important in the
production process by analyzing quarrying techniques, tool marks and the workability of the different
soapstone raw material sources. In this connection, attempts are made to see how the use of certain
tools, techniques and types of decoration on soapstone objects can be compared to certain handicraft
traditions (e.g. Sdmi handcraft tradition; duodji)(Bunse & Stavspien 2016). The final article aims
to draw lines between these discussions and the results from radiocarbon dating of the quarries and
indications on their chronology.
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