
Iceland’s Environmental History



Week 4 Big Picture Questions

• Can colonialism and conservation coexist?
• Does colonialism = over consumption ?

• What is the relationship between population size and 
forced innovation/technology?





Big idea
The Earth’s interior is in 
constant motion through
the processes of
convection, with 
important consequences
for the surface.



Sea Floor 
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Þingvellir/Thingvellir







Magma Vs. Lava
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Hydrothermal Pools











Iceland’s Human History
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Relative Time - Perceptions - Huge consequences
Civilizations that are not 
able to think, plan and act 
for both the short and long 
term will fail…





Irish Monks
• Curachs (wood frame/sewn hides)

• Papai / Papar
• Hermits/Eremite, one who retires 

from society, primarily for religious 
reasons, and lives in solitude.

600-700 C.E.



Norse
Settlers
• ‘Snowland’
• Seasonal/summer farms

850-930 C.E.



Ingólfr Arnarson
•Bjǫrnólfsson
• Norwegian
• 1st Permeant resident
• Founded Reykjavik

871 C.E.



Vikings



Katrín Davíðsdóttir



Viking Age
• Middle Ages (500 to 1500 C.E.)
• 1st Raid - 789 C.E. Isle of 

Portland in Dorset by a group 
of Danes

• 793 C.E. Raids to Northumbria

•Expansion !

793-1000/1066 C.E.



Ships & Navigation
• Long boats

• Lighter, Faster, Nimbale
• Sun compass and Crystals

• Iceland spar aka – Calcite



Language
to Sagas
• Old Norse and Old English



Betra er erfaettum en bokarhusum advera = Better to 
be barefoot than without books 





Skis & Combs
• Old norse - skío.” skied for 

recreation and 
transportation

• the Norse goddess Skaoi and
god Ullr were often depicted
on skis or snowshoes.

• Bathed more than most
• Made combs out of antlers

and bone
• Found in numerous burials



Viking - Berserker
• ‘Bear-shirt’
• Elite Warriors fought like bears, 

wolves, boars – animal cults
• Fought in a trance-like furry
• Men and Women participated
• Drug induced furry ?

• Hyoscyamus niger / Henbane
• Psilocybe



Gudrid Thorbjarnardóttir



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
https://bigthink.com/strange-maps/gudrid-far-traveled-viking-woman/ 



Alþingi at Þingvellir
• Humanity’s first Parliament
• Legislative body of government

930 -1798



‘Conversion’ to Christianity

• Under Norwegian/Viking King
• Olaf Tryggvason

• Child slave to King
• Baptized the explorer Leif 

Ericson
• Olaf routinely used force to 

compel conversion to 
Christianity, including 
execution and torture of 
those who refused

999-1000



Hekla Erupts

•Most famous Icelandic Volcano
• Strato/Composite

•20 Eruptions , 13% of total
•There are suggestions that
Ragnarok is an echo of Eldgja

1104

https://www.volcanocafe.org/hekla-of-history-the-1104-eruption/
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Snorri Sturlusson
• Invented modern literary format

• Narrative with realistic dialog
• Up to him, communication was 

primarily oral
• Without his Sagas we would 

know little of the Vikings and 
Norse Mythology

• Prose Edda
• Egil’s Saga
• Heimskringla – Scandinavian 

Royalty linages
• Politically active

• Elected twice to lead Iceland’s 
Parliament

1179-1241



Snorri Sturlusson
•He was assassinated by 
men claiming to be agents 
of the King of Norway.

• His last words
• Eigi skal höggva!

• Do not strike

1241



Black Death 1402-04

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Presenter Notes
2023-01-02 17:16:52
--------------------------------------------
60% of Europe’s Population Died over 50 million 2/3 of Iceland Population died ! Bubonic plague is caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis spread by fleas, but it can also take a secondary form where it is spread by person-to-person contact via aerosols causing septicaemic or pneumonic plagues. The Black Death was the beginning of the second plague pandemic.[6] The plague created religious, social and economic upheavals, with profound effects on the course of European 



Denmark Trade Monopoly
• April 20, Kingdom of Denmark imposed a 

trade monopoly on Iceland.
• Iceland could only trade with Danes

• Denmark sent a single shipment of goods 
to Iceland each year, a great deal of these 
goods of substandard quality, with food 
often spoiled or already rotting.

• Skúli Magnússon – Iceland Sheriff
• Forced merchants to live in Iceland
• And allowed them to invest in other Icelandic 

businesses

1602 C.E.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Presenter Notes
2023-01-02 17:16:53
--------------------------------------------
April 20, 1602, was a momentous day in Iceland. It was on this day that the Kingdom of Denmark first imposed a trade monopoly on Iceland. This didn’t just mean that Iceland could only trade with Denmark; it also meant that only a few major players in Denmark were permitted to reap the wealth from Iceland. https://grapevine.is/mag/articles/2018/04/20/this-day-in-icelandic-history-danish-trade-monopoly-begins/ 




West Fjords 
Witch Hunt

• Danish authorities 
introduced the belief
in witchcraft and Danish 
Witchcraft Act then began 
persecutions.

• Witch trials were introduced 
by a foreign elite power in 
an area with weak 
Christianity to ensure 
religious conformity.

• 120 witch trials and 22 
‘confirmed’ executions

1625-85



Laki Eruption
• Fissure break

• Ten major earthquakes
• 8 mile high ash pillars
• 220 sq miles of new lava

• No direct deaths, but…
• Over 10,000 died due to famine
• 2/3 of the Islands animals died

• 23,000 Deaths in England/Ireland - sulfuric 
gas clouds

• Famine in Italy and Africa
• May have contributed to the French 

Revolution
• Froze the Gulf of Mexico off New Orleans

1783/84



Independence & 
Free Trade

1855-90



WWII 1940-41

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Presenter Notes
2023-01-02 17:16:54
--------------------------------------------
Eva Braun Visits Iceland 1939 
Heinrich Himmler, leading member of the Nazi Party of Germany. Himmler was one of the most powerful men in Nazi Germany and a main architect of the Holocaust. Fascinated by pure Nordic Cultures sends Dr. Werner Gerlach to Iceland to learn more, 1939




1930 – Celebration,1000 Althing  
Valþjófsstaður, 1150 



Thor Thors & Israel

• Brother was Iceland’s P.M.
• Very wealthy business family
• U.N. Delegate to USA ambassador
• Set up the first Icelandic Embassy 

in Washington D.C., out of his 
garage!

• Helped broker the creation of
Israel as a neutral U.N. Rep. in
1948

1940-41





Sigridur Tómasdóttir, 
1900

• Iceland’s first 
environmentalist/conservationist 



Gullfoss






Ardis Thorbjarnardottir

• Icelandic Folklore
• Trolls lived in the mountains

and only came down from
them to forage for food.

• Trolls can only survive in the 
darkness of night, if they
were caught in the sunlight
they would immediately
turn to stone.



Elves, trolls & other life forms 



Ardis Thorbjarnardottir
• 22 years old, 1930s
• Au pair to the J.R.R. Tolkien Family

• Shared Icelandic Folklore
• Helped translate Sagas

• Influenced the Hobbit and other 
famous stories



17 June 
Independence

1944Ceremonies often include an address or poetry reading by a
woman dressed as Fjallkonan (‘The Mountain Woman’),
wearing Iceland’s most festive national dress. Fjallkonan
represents the Icelandic spirit and nature and became a
symbolic figure in Iceland’s fight for independence.



Global Financial
Crisis
• Chad visits Iceland
• Banks: Kaupthing, Landsbanki & 

Glitnir multiplied in size
• Over extended – Money markets
• Currency and stock market crash
• Recovery was slow
• Only country to jail some of the 

responsible bankers

2008



Political Change
• Economic Crisis led to change

• Left Green Party
• Pirate Party
• Independence Party

• Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir
• 1st Female P.M.
• World’s 1st openly LBGTQ leader
• Social Democratic Alliance Party

2009 



Tourism Boom
2013





2016 C.E.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Presenter Notes
2023-01-02 17:16:56
--------------------------------------------
11.5 million leaked documents (or 2.6 terabytes of data) In addition to the much-covered business dealings of British prime minister David Cameron and Icelandic prime minister Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson, the leaked documents also contain identity information about the shareholders and directors of 214,000 shell companies set up by Mossack Fonseca, as well as some of their financial transactions. Although it is generally not against the law to own an offshore shell company, reporters found that some of the shell corporations were used for illegal purposes, including fraud, tax evasion, and evading international sanctions



Katrin Jokobsdottir
• Progressive Party – Left

Green Movement
becomes P.M.

• Coalition of the Independence
and Progressive Parties

• Opposes Icelandic
membership of NATO, but
as part of the compromise
between the Left-

• Greens and their coalition
partners,

• the government does not
intend to withdraw from NATO
or hold a referendum on NATO
membership.

2017



Covid Success
• Used science

• “Immediate: testing, contact-
tracing, and putting everyone 
diagnosed into isolation. We did 
this aggressively, from day one."

• Boarder control
• 208K cases - 229 deaths
• IA 890K – 10,770

2019/22

“I think it's important for a politician to realize what is 
politics and what needs to be solved by scientific 
means. It's my firm belief that we need to listen more to 
the experts”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Presenter Notes
2023-01-02 17:16:57
--------------------------------------------
Iowa 886K cases – 10, 770 deaths 



Iceland S.W.O.T. 

• Strengths
• Isolated
• Abundant access to energy
• Some of the best water and food 

on the planet  

• Weaknesses
• Isolated
• Limited access to diverse 

minerals 
• Harsh weather 





Native Americans 
Natural Resources

and their Civilization

National 
Geographic, 
July 2022,



4300
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Egyptians 
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Romans 
1000

Iceland 871 CE
USA 1776 CE

Native American Societies
30,000 



Outside of class work – Week 4
• Robin Wall Kimmerer Podcast and 
• Nature Sustainability: March 2020 –

• Conservation implications of limited Native
American impacts in Pre-contact New England by 
Oswald, WW et al. 5 pages



Week 4 Questions again…
• Can colonialism and conservation coexist?

• Does colonialism = over consumption ?

• What is the relationship between population size and 
forced innovation/technology?



Questions week 4
• What is the relationship 

between population size 
and forced 
innovation/technology?

• Can colonialism and 
conservation coexist?
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Glory

God

Gold



Illinois Archaeology - Koster ‘69 to ‘78
7800 BCE

To 
1000 CE



Cahokia
1050

to 
1350 C.E.

Est. Pop. 12,500

http://westerndigs.org/victims-of-human-sacrifice-at-cahokia-were-locals-not-captives-study-finds/


Levsen Rock Shelter – Paul Sagers

http://bahkhoje.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/woodlandcomplexe00logarich_bw-1-2.pdf


Seeberger Rock Shelter



Local chert – Knapping



Technology



Technology

Morrow, 1984

Gazette, January 27, 2017

Woodland Innovations
Mound burials, Pottery, Plant cultivation

https://archaeology.uiowa.edu/prehistoric-pottery-0
https://www.thegazette.com/subject/life/people-places/9000-prehistoric-artifacts-found-along-cedar-river-20170127
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Clovis Points

Oldest known type in N. America

Found in association with Mammoth Sites 

Fluted Spear Points

Hixton Silicified Sandstone

Western Wisconsin



Early Woodland Waubesa/Beavertail

• Contracting spear stem, lanceoltate 
to triangular shapes

• Common throughout Midwest
• Associated with shell middens and 

sandy pasted Prairie pottery 0 to 
100AD

• Made of local chert or silicified 
sandstone



Cahokia/Grant Side-
Notched Late Woodland

• Four classes double, triple, multi
notched and/or serrated

• Iowa, Illinois, southern WI, Missouri, AR, 
eastern OK

• Made of local chert, possibly heat
treated



Burials

End of Archaic IA, 
Communal sites

Goods – Copper 
beads, Galena cubes, 
Exotic lithics, Red 
Ochre

Flexed vs. Mass 

Status vs. Skill

Mourning & sense of 
place



Metallurgy

Begins archaic, Est. 3800 BCE

Source WI – MN

Trial and Error to annealing

Products – points, beads, hooks, 
awls, pendants

Eastern Iowa

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varna_Necropolis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varna_Necropolis


Food and Agriculture

Archaic domesticates:
Gourds, Squash, Sunflower seeds, Maygrass, Knotweed, Barley

Woodlands:
Corn Central America first – short growing season varieties common by 
1000 CE

Tobacco/150-300 CE



Three Sisters Planting



Health and Population

Technology and Agricultural advances = Increased sedentism & Population

Improved cooking methods – Food storage improvements - Weaning children 
earlier/more children - high carbohydrate food – nutritional and dental 
deficiencies



Red Cedar (Juniperus
virginiana)



Resource Summary• Mineral and Stone
• Copper, Galena, Ochre, 

Iron
• Chert

• Vegetation
• Bark, Sap, Sweetgrass, Sage

• Animals, Fish, Insects
• Large to small (Bison to 

oyster shells)
• Soil to Sediment

• Agriculture, Clay
• Water

• Navigation and Life



Leadership
1832

1848



Ferdinand V. Hayden

Fielding B. Meek

1850’s Exploration of the Upper Missouri River & Dakotas



TATANKA IYOTAKA 

• 1831-1890
• Prominent Hunkpapa Lakota Sioux leader
• Defeated Gen. Custer at the Battle of Little Big 

Horn
• Traditionalist
• Ghost Dance
• Standing Rock Res. 



Wounded Knee

December 29, 1890,  300 deaths



Black Elk

https://www.nps.gov/people/black-elk.htm


Battle of Little Bighorn, June 25–26, 1876
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Native Americans: S, W, O, T

• Strengths 
• Abundant land and resources 
• Religious practices at the core of 

society. 
• Were intimately aware of their 

environments 
• Were isolated from Europe and 

Asia by oceans..? 

• Weaknesses
• Geographically fragmented, 

large open land with mountains, 
rivers, swamps etc. 

• Fewer domesticated animals, 
limiting agriculture and 
transportation 

• Limited centralized political 
infrastructure

• Exchange of knowledge was 
difficult 

• Antiquated weapons 



Week 4 Big Picture Questions again…

• Can colonialism and conservation coexist?
• Does colonialism = over consumption ?

• What is the relationship between population size and 
forced innovation/technology?



UNI Stewardship Statement

The University of Northern Iowa honors the ancestral stewards of the land 
on which our university rests. Among these stewards are the Báxoǰe or 
Bah Kho-Je (Iowa), oθaakiiwaki‧hina‧ki (Sauk) and Meškwahki·aša·hina 
(Fox), Očhéthi Šakówiŋ (Sioux), Umóⁿhoⁿ (Omaha), and Hocąk (Ho-
Chunk), as well as those tribal nations who are contemporary caretakers 
of land in Iowa, including the Meskwaki: Sac and Fox Tribe of the 
Mississippi in Iowa. We acknowledge the sovereignty of your tribal nations 
and the violent and painful histories of removal and dispossession as the 
original caretakers of the land.

https://president.uni.edu/stewardship-statement
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