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Abstract 
En este capítulo utilizamos el concepto de Ecodinámicas Humanas como categoría de 
análisis para examinar el paisaje arquitectónico islandés. Para ello, nos centramos en dos 
elementos históricos, a saber: las casas-tepe y las obras de tierra. Ambos representan 
elementos arquitectónicos rurales que han sobrevivido durante más de mil años; aquel 
como el hogar islandés, este como elemento territorial divisorio para el manejo de recursos. 
En la última centuria, no obstante, ambos se han abandonado arquitectónica y 
ontológicamente; es decir, como proyectos vernáculos descen-antropizados. Estos elementos 
fueron construidos gracias a una interrelación constante entre entidades bióticas y abióticas 
—un constante intercambio de energía a lo largo del espacio-tiempo—. Consideramos que 
reconocer estos entrelazamientos arquitectónicos, así como las distintas escalas espaciales 
—micro y extensiva—, es fundamental para interpretar los paisajes rurales.      
 
This paper explores the architectural landscape of Iceland by using the concept of Human Ecodynamics as 
a category of analysis. I apply this vision by focusing on two historical features: turf houses and earthworks. 
They both represent rural architectural elements that have stood for more than a millennium; the former as 
the home of Icelanders, the latter as the element that divided territories for managing resources. In the last 
century, however, they have been abandoned architecturally and ontologically -i.e., as human-decentered, 
vernacular, projects. These elements were built thanks to the constant interrelationship of biotic and abiotic 
entities ― a constant flux of matter through time-space. I argue that recognising these architectural 
entanglements, as well as their different landscape-scales ― small and extensive ―, is fundamental for 
interpreting rural landscapes.   
 
Keywords 
Ecodinámicas humanas, arqueología del paisaje, Islandia, casas-tepe, obras de tierra 
Human ecodynamics, landscape archaeology, Iceland, turf houses, arthworks 
 
 
  



“The Human Ecodynamics…” 

“Architecture […] emerges as a movement between human and non-human bodies”. 
 

Mikkel Bille and Tim Flohr Sørensen, Into the Fog of Architecture, 2016 
 

I aim to explore in this chapter how architecture ― in this case, that of rural areas ― can 
only be fully comprehended if envision as a dynamic process between humans and non-
humans. This notion will bring up another one of importance for our present; namely, the 
usefulness of a vernacular architecture which explicitly addresses the entanglement between 
humans and non-humans. As I conceive this discourse from the point of view of 
archaeology and history, this text is arguably also of importance for understanding 
landscapes as historical and archaeological. As I will explicit in the next section of the text, 
the concept of Human Ecodynamics1 plays a key role in this chapter, used here as a category 
of analysis. 
There have been recent proposals on similar lines for a so-called multispecies archaeology2. 
Such archaeology intends to unite the divide between humans and non-humans, 
consequently de-centrering the narratives from anthropocentric lenses3. Its 
epistemological ― and ontological ― ground is set on the idea that humans are not just 
humans but that other species are an integral part of what it means to be human4. Similarly, 
there has been a series of exploration within archaeology aiming at understanding 
architecture not as a static form of inert matter but rather as (more-than-human) living 
assemblages of matter in a continual movement5.  
I see no reason to negate many of the basis of these proposals. In fact, HE can bring many 
benefits to an archaeology of multispecies preoccupied with a thorough approach to 
building spaces: they all incorporate visions from complex system and symbiotic analysis. 
Yet, and against many pundits of these approaches who envision ontology from a flat 
perspective, I acknowledge that these notions of the past are mediated by our present 
notions about the past6. I moreover follow an explicit heterarchical understanding of 
humans’ and non-humans’ interrelationships ― which might contradict some of the 
principles of the aforesaid approaches. 
To unfold my idea, the text first explains what we should understand by Human 
Ecodynamics and what it has to do with the study of landscapes and architecture. I then 
offer a historical and descriptive account of Icelandic turf houses and earthworks from the 
Viking period ― the features concerning this chapter. The text comes to an end with some 
remarks ― applicable to both architecture and archaeology ― which arise when 
approaching these architectural features from the point of view of Human Ecodynamics.  

                                                
1 Henceforward also as HE. 
2 Suzanne Pilaar Birch, ed., Multispecies Archaeology (London-New York: Routledge, 2018). 
3 Pilaar Birch, Multispecies…, 1-9. 
4 Pilaar Birch, Multispecies…, 1-9. 
5 Mikkel Bille and Tim Flohr Sørensen, eds., Elements of Architecture. Assembling Archaeology, Atmosphere 
and the Performance of Building Space (London-New York: Routledge, 2016). 
6 Following thus an intersubjective approach: Russel Sbriglia and Slavoj Žižek, “Introduction: 
Subject Matters”, in Subject Lessons: Hegel, Lacan, and the Future of Materialism, ed. by Russek Sbriglia 
and Slavoj Žižek (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 2020). 
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On Human Ecodynamics and landscapes 
The concept of Human Ecodynamics has been in use in the archaeological domain since 
19957. Sometimes conceived as a paradigm, it reinforces and is reinforced by Historical 
Ecology8. The study of Human Ecodynamics aims to trace in a long-term fashion the 
historical interrelationships between humans and the environment through both space and 
time, assessing the agency that both these entities have on each other. In other words, it 
aims to study the dynamical human-natural system(s)9.  
An important feature of HE is that it gives agency to both humans and non-humans10 and, 
therefore, portrays humans as not superior to their environments. Indeed, both are equally 
important for the system to be11. Other ideas of importance brought by HE are those of 
non-lineal dynamics, understanding humans and non-humans interrelationships as a 
complex adaptive system, and, as a consequence, comprehend these dynamics as the result 
of different spatial-temporal outcomes12. Said differently, it presents a holistic conceptual 
framework for better understanding co-evolutionary dynamics13. 
Overall, HE accounts for understanding history as the coevolution between humans and 
non-humans14. This is to say that sociohistorical systems can only be understood if 
harnessing the concept of coevolution ― i.e., influencing and influenced by the physical-
natural system15. This sets the space for an integrated history of humans and environments 
as coupled systems16. 

                                                
7 James McGlade, “Archaeology and the Ecodynamics of Human-Modified Landscapes”, Antiquity, 
n.º 69 (1995). 
8 Carole Crumley, “Historical Ecology: A Multidimensional Ecological Orientation”, in Historical 
Ecology. Cultural Knowledge and Changing Landscapes, ed. by Carole Crumley (Santa Fe, New Mexico, 
USA: School of American Research Advanced Press, 1994), 1-16. 
9 Ramona Harrison and Ruth Maher, “Humans: A Force of Nature”, in Human Ecodynamics in the 
North Atlantic: A Collaborative Model of Humans and Nature through Space and Time, ed. by Ramona 
Harrison and Ruth Maher (Maryland: Lexington Books), 1-9; James McGlade, “Arqueología, 
dinámica no lineal y discurso histórico”, Trabajos de Prehistoria 56, no. 2 (1999): 5-18. 
10 Sensu Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory: Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social. An Introduction to 
Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
11 McGlade, “Archaeology…”, 124. 
12 McGlade, “Archaeology…”; McGlade, “Arqueología…”; James McGlade and Elizabeth Garnsey, 
“The nature of complexity”, in Complexity and Co-Evolution Continuity and Change in Socio-Economic 
Systems, ed. by Elizabeth Garnsey and James McGlade (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 
2006); Harrison and Maher, “Humans… 
13 McGlade and Garnsey, “The nature of…”. 
14 Harrison and Maher, “Humans…”; McGlade, “Arqueología…”. 
15 William Marquardt, “Dialectic in Historical Ecology” in Historical Ecologies, heterarchies and 
transtemporal landscapes, ed. by Celeste Ray and Manuel Fernández-Götz (London-New York: 
Routledge, 2019).  
16 Ben Fitzhugh et al., “Human Ecodynamics: A Perspective for the Study of Long-Term Change in 
Socioecological Systems”, Journal of Archaeological Science Reports, no. 23 (2018): 1077-1094; Robert 
Costanza et al., “Developing an Integrated History and Future of People on Earth (IHOPE)”, 
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, no. 4, (2012): 106-114. 

905



“The Human Ecodynamics…” 

On the other hand, Historical Ecology has developed concepts of enormous importance 
such as heterarchy or dialectical analysis17. The concept of heterarchy postulates a fluid 
classification of analysis depending on the moment, place, and agents. This nails perfectly 
with the idea of co-evolutionary, complex-adaptive systems, which are “constantly 
evolving, [their] couplings are continuously renewed [in processes] of self-organization”18. 
As for dialectical analysis, it acknowledges an interrelationship between humans and non-
humans and proposes a method with different spatial-temporal scales of analysis for 
understanding such interrelationships.  
Landscapes, considered the main arena of these dialectical interrelationships, thus become 
the ideal laboratory for researching an integrative history19. This, in turn, has important 
consequences for how to archaeologically approach the study of landscapes20: following a 
method capable of merging different scales, both in terms of actors and space-time ― i.e., 
the dialectical method. This framework, therefore, is capable of rendering mutual 
interrelationships between humans and non-humans whilst articulating different temporal 
and structural scales.  
Applying this to the study of landscapes requires focusing on different actors interacting 
between them at different rates, in different places and at non-equal tempos. And yet, one 
could argue the existence of a gap between micro and macro approaches to landscapes. 
Such a gap could be filled if following HE, which postulates a correlation between micro 
scales and extensive levels of analysis21. As a consequence, the study of human ecodynamics 
enhances the archaeological study of landscapes22. 
In this paper, the aim is to show how to integrate different scales and agents of analysis in 
order to coherently understanding the built landscape of Viking Age Iceland. This is done 
so by focusing on two distinctive features. 
 
Two Icelandic Features: architecture in the landscape 
The society of Viking (871±2-1262/4)23 and Medieval Iceland was rural in essence. 
Farming, hunting-gathering, fishing, and trading set the course of the daily life of 
                                                
17 Marquardt, “Dialectic…”, 11-31; Carole Crumley, “Afterword: integrating time and space in 
dynamic systems”, in Historical Ecologies, heterarchies…, 287-297.  
18 McGlade and Garnsey, “The nature of…”. 
19 Crumley, “Historical…”. 
20 Carole Crumley, “Historical Ecology and the Study of Landscape”, Landscape Research, no. 42 
(2017): 65-73. 
21 Similar approaches have already been proposed for understanding Viking Age farms on a multi-
level scale of analysis: Ingvild Øye, “Farming and farming systems in Norse societies of the North 
Atlantic”, in Viking and Norse in the North Atlantic Select Papers from the Proceedings of the Fourteenth Viking 
Congress, Torshavn, 19-30 July 2001, ed. by Andras Mortensen and Símun V. Arge. (Torshavn: Annales 
Societatis Scientiarum Faeroensis Supplementum XLIV, 2005). 
22 Pablo Barruezo-Vaquero and David Laguna Palma, “On the Integration of Landscape 
Archaeology Within the Framework of Human Ecodynamics - Some Theoretical Considerations”, 
forthcoming. 
23 1262/4 corresponds to the end of the period known as the Free-State or Commonwealth 
(þjóðveldi): Helgi Þorláksson, “The Icelandic Commonwealth Period: building a new society”, in 
Vikings. The North Atlantic Saga, ed. by William Fitzhugh and Elisabeth I. Ward (Washington: 
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Icelanders. The Icelandic landscape of this period was, therefore, rural, mostly 
characterised by spatially dispersed farms organised in different communities (hreppar)24. A 
myriad of features can be spotted within this spatial organisation: farmsteads, walls, 
shielings, barns, peat-cuts, horse-marks, charcoal pits, churches, graves, assembly sites, 
etc25. Of these, I will focus on one category within farmsteads ― turf-houses ― and walls ― 
earthworks. 
 
Turf houses 
Turf houses are the traditional architectonical Icelandic feature par excellence (fig. 1). This 
type of architecture has been in use since the island was colonised in 871±2. Although they 
evolved through time, adapting to different environmental and social circumstances, their 
main features and techniques remained the same for over a millennium26. Turf-housing was 
a traditional building technique in Scandinavia since Prehistory and the first generation of 
Icelanders found turf was the most suitable material in Iceland for building houses27.  
Turf houses were normally oblong and narrow in shape, with curved walls making wider 
space in the middle of the structure and narrower at the ends28. In the interior, at least one 
fire ― the hearth ― was to be found on the floor, normally at the middle(-ish) of the house 
with slate above the earth. Wooden benches were attached to the interior of the walls. 
Postholes held timber posts that enable the whole frame, but especially the roof, to stand29. 
These wooden pillars carrying the weight were placed on flat stones, which in turn 
prevented the wood from moisture and rot. In the exterior, roofs were made of one or 
more turf layers, which were underlaid by reeds and branches30. The turfed roof had 
apertures for the smoke to leave out the house. Meanwhile, walls were made of turf blocks 
and earth fill (fig. 2). 
 

                                                
Smithsonian Books, 2000); Jesse Byock, Viking Age Iceland (London: Penguin Books, 2001), 351-
353. Within this period, Iceland experienced different socioeconomic and ecological changes: 
Douglas Bolender, “The creation of a propertied landscape: land tenure and agricultural investment 
in Medieval Iceland” (PhD Thesis, Northwestern University, 2006), 31-35; Orri Vésteinsson, “The 
archaeology of Landnám: early settlement in Iceland”, in Vikings… 
24 Orri Vésteinsson, “Communities of Dispersed Settlements: Social Organization at the Ground 
Level in Tenth- to Thirteenth-Century Iceland”, in People and Space in the Middle Ages, 300-1300, ed. 
by Wendy Davies, Guy Halsall, and Andrew Reynolds (Brussels: Brepols, 2006). 
25 Árni Einarsson and Oscar Aldred, “The Archaeological Landscape of Northeast Iceland: A Ghost 
of a Viking Age Society”, in Remote Sensing for Archaeological Heritage Management, ed. by David W. 
Cowley (Brussels: Europae Archaeologia Consilium (EAC), 2011). 
26 UNESCO World Heritage Centre. Tentative List. s.v. “The turf house tradition”, consulted the 9 of 
March 2021,  https://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5589; Byock, Viking…, 34-41; 360-368. 
27 Byock, Viking…, 34. 
28 This design followed the same patterns as Scandinavian longhouses: UNESCO World Heritage 
Centre. Tentative List. s.v. “The turf…”. 
29 I will not explain here the engineering nor the architecture pertaining the internal frame of turf 
houses – this have been explained elsewhere (e.g., Byock, Viking…, 360-362)- and it is not of real 
importance for the aims of this text. 
30 Byock, Viking…, 34-41. 
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Figure 1: Þjóðveldisbærinn Stöng: a turf house from the Viking Age located in Þjórsárdalur, 
Southwest Iceland. Source: Adobe Stock. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Herringbone-turf wall from Glaumbær Farm. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 
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These houses were the main habitat of Icelanders for over a millennium, mirroring the rural 
society that built them. As I will discuss in the final section, these vernacular houses have 
important consequences for understanding architecture beyond humans. 
 
Earthworks 
Earthworks are one of the most prominent features of the early Icelandic landscape. They 
were in use between the beginning of the 9th Century and the mid of the 13th Century31. 
Earthworks conjoint one to another forming boundaries systems which divided up the 
landscape in infields and outfields patterns, and enclosed different farmsteads32. Among 
other things, these systems were used for managing the livestock, demarcating the 
pastureland, and as farm-markers. In short, their main function was to managed land, 
specifically by “controlling the movement of sheep in and out of grazing areas”33. 
Earthworks were made of piles of turf stacks, which, at least in some cases, were placed 
over stones that served as the foundation of these boundaries34. Needless to say, different 
microorganism and plants populated them. 
For their scale in the landscape, earthworks represent a massive human effort. Most 
notably, though, they were possibly built upon processes of negotiation, agreement and 
mutual aid35. Therefore, they seemingly represent a collective human effort of resource 
management based on mutual aid, communalism, and mutualism. These stories of 
collective work are enmeshed with their function as land markers for managing the 
landscape. The other side of the coin is that these features were also used and transformed 
by non-humans, be it cattle, plants, snow or volcanos. 
The stories purported by turf houses and earthworks goes hand in hand with processes of 
building, abandonment, reparation, reorganisation, and living together and “therein”. In 
this, a multiplicity of agents, both humans and non-humans, had different roles depending 
on the moment and of the scale of analysis which we use. Here is where Human 
Ecodynamics appears again as a conceptual tool for making sense out of these apparent 
multispecies, “messy”, architectural wraps.  
 
The Human Ecodynamics of the Architectural Icelandic Landscape 
Turf houses and earthworks might be conceived as though they were human architecture. 
Yet, I intend to present another perspective. Without diminishing humans’ role, this 

                                                
31 Árni Einarsson, Oddgeir Hansson and Orri Vésteinsson, “An Extensive System of Medieval 
Earthworks in Northeast Iceland”, Archaeologia Islandica, no. 2 (2002): 61-73; Oscar Aldred, “Legs, 
Feet and Hooves: The Seasonal Roundup in Iceland”, in Multispecies…, 277. 
32 Einarsson, Hansson and Vésteinsson, “An extensive…; Oscar Aldred et al., Forn garðlög í Suður-
Þingeyjarsýslu/A System of Earthworks in North-East Iceland (Reykjavík: Fornleifastofnun Íslands, 2005); 
Oscar Aldred et al., Forn garðlög í Suður-Þingeyjarsýslu: framvinduskýrsla/A system of earthworks in NE 
Iceland (Reykjavík: Fornleifastofnun Íslands, 2007); Einarsson and Aldred, “The archaeological…”; 
Árni Einarsson, “Viking Age Fences and Early Settlement Dynamics in Iceland”, Journal of the North 
Atlantic, no. 27 (2015): 1-21. 
33 Aldred, “Legs…”. 
34 Aldred et al., Forn…(2007), 9-15. 
35 At least according to Einarsson, “Viking Age…”. 
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vernacular architecture is only truly understood by acknowledging the fundamental role of 
non-humans. They all were entangled. 
 
Interrelationships 
No doubt, Icelanders ideated turf houses and earthworks; they decided the form they would 
have and the matter they would contain. Icelanders moreover invested effort and time in 
building these features. And yet, turf houses are made of36 timber, driftwood, volcanic rocks 
and stones, turf37 with matted roots, soil, reeds, branches, synanthropes, fungi, mycelium, 
plants, lichens, roots, and microorganism38. The same applies to earthworks - aside from 
timber, synanthropes, reeds, and branches. This already glimpses that architecture is 
nothing but the entanglement of humans and non-humans. For example, timber and 
driftwood were employed for creating frames which were thickly covered by sod and/or 
turf ― helping to retain the heat. In another example, roofs were underlaid by reeds and 
branches which prevented from rot ― precisely because they were full of “life”; e.g., non-
human organisms populated roofs and doing so maintained houses habitable39.  
But I do not intend to render a reality in which non-humans are important only as far as 
their relations (especially to humans) afford40. The reality of these human ecodynamics is 
that they were dependent also on the inner characteristic of non-humans. For example, turf 
houses were partly due to growing grass, and this grass attracted sheep and cows who 
climbed on the roofs of turf houses41. The grass of turf houses equally grew over walls, 
connecting the soil with the entire house42; as Gavin Lucas said, it is alive43. As for the 
internal structure of houses, this was made possible only thanks to a constant exchange of 
matter between humans and non-humans at different rates. For its part, earthworks are 
elements wherein stones and turf stacks were piled (by humans) but their internal qualities 
allowed for maintaining their form and robustness, as well as for other life to develop and 
be. The roaming of sheep within these boundaries also made them possible. 
These images of different scales are part of the Icelandic architecture; without them, this 
architecture loses meaning. Timber, sod, grass, stones, people, microorganism, animals, the 
burning wood in the fire lighting up the atmosphere in a snowy night, etc. were all in this 

                                                
36 In other words, the event of building and its process “hinges upon” external relations. For 
example, the drift of driftwood arriving the shore, the availability of timber, etc.    
37 Normally marshy. 
38 Byock, Viking…, 35-39; Tinna Grétarsdóttir and Sigurjón Baldur Hafsteinsson, “Pulses for future 
architecture”, Tera, no. 1 (2020): 90 
39 In this sense, turf houses are nothing but houses containing smaller houses; habitants within 
habitats. Said differently, a symbiotic organism (cf. “supeorganism” in Grétarsdóttir and 
Hafsteinsson, “Pulses…”). 
40 In this I adhere to Harman’s critique to some philosophical tendencies: see Graham Harman, “On 
behalf of form: the view from archaeology and architecture” in Elements of… 
41 Grétarsdóttir and Hafsteinsson, “Pulses…”, 90; Byock, Viking…, 34-41. 
42 Byock, Viking…, 35-39. 
43 Gavin Lucas, “Symbiotic architectures”, in Multispecies…, 106. 
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way intertwined ― as if they compounded a sole unit44. This is to say that even if humans 
designed and built these features, these were at the same time built by non-humans in the 
sense that their own properties and actions are fundamental for turf houses and earthworks 
to come to be. Humans and non-humans co-produced and co-habited45 the architectural 
landscape. This leap breaks the divide between humans and non-humans and gives non-
humans’ agency46 and inner properties back. Coming to terms with this notion is 
fundamental if we are to understand the deepest ontological meaning of these features. 
This would allow us to envision archaeology and architecture as a “building ecology”47. 
 
Scales of architectural analysis 
Hence, how are we to understand the architecture of the Icelandic landscape? Through 
different scales of analysis. There is no change all the time, nor all changes are equally 
important48. The key is to see different chains of ever-shifting actors with mutual, but 
unequal, interrelationships. This might contradict some scholars who envision this from 
the perspective of a flat ontology, as mine follows an explicit heterarchical approach. For 
instance, in processes or events of decay the importance of certain non-humans, whether 
animals or microbes, might be more important than humans; and perhaps the contrary 
applies to certain processes of occupation and “animacy” of turf houses ― mainly a human-
mediated habitat49.  
This heterarchical scale of analysis is seemingly more truthful because it does not impose a 
concrete order (of equality or inequality) for understanding architecture and landscapes. It 
rather allows for ever-new reconfigurations in a moving network. It might be said, in this 
sense, that heterarchical scales, as brought by HE, assert that not every change or event is 
equally important, not every individual of a species has the same say (capacity of change), 
not all species are equal all the time; but they all have agency and internal capacities. Such 
a notion has been exemplified through this analysis of the architecture of Iceland, made of 
fluid assemblages on disparate scales ― from microorganism to humans, and the processes 
happening before, during and after the architectural form emerges50. 
 
Scales of (built) landscape analysis 
This analysis recalls another aspect for understanding the landscape as a built environment. 
From a historical and archaeological point of view, not least than from architecture, 
landscapes should unite different scales of analysis. Human Ecodynamics compels us not 

                                                
44 Hence including Ingold’s notion of atmosphere: Tim Ingold, “Lightning up the atmosphere”, in 
Elements of… 
45 Grétarsdóttir and Hafsteinsson, “Pulses…”, 90. 
46 As pursued by Lucas, “Symbiotic…”, 105. 
47 Lucas, “Symbiotic…”, 110-113, who gives another example of interrelationships within turf 
houses. 
48 As claimed by Harman, “On Behalf…”. 
49 With this heterarchical approach, I argue, we are in a good place for understanding architecture 
not just as animate, blurring hence the distinction between organic and inorganic as asked by Lucas 
“Symbiotic…”, 115. 
50 Bille and Flohr Sørensen, “Into…”; Lesley McFadyen, “Immanent architecture”, in Elements of… 
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to disconnect incoherently our gaze for understanding the built environment. There is an 
ontological connection between turf houses and earthworks which is also important for 
understanding the politics of building this architecture. Many of the historical processes 
which happened in Iceland during the Viking and Medieval periods cannot fully be 
understood without uniting both scales of analysis: what occurred within the limits of the 
turf house had a resemblance in the infields and outfields and vice versa. If we assume that 
turf houses and earthworks were interrelated parts of farms (small vs extensive scale), we 
will thus realise that both should be integrated into a coherent analysis of (built) Icelandic 
landscapes. I, therefore, hope this chapter expresses that understanding the Icelandic 
landscape can only be done by integrating both architectural scales. 
 
A lesson for the present (and future) 
In this chapter, I have tried to change our approach towards architecture. In so doing, I 
have used a vision based on Human Ecodynamics which places our attention to different 
tempos -almost as movement51- and acknowledges the interplay between humans and non-
humans in the configuration and reconfiguration of architecture. These two fundamental 
notions are, nonetheless, rare to find in our present. This is not fortuitous and, arguably, 
goes in hand with the abandonment of this vernacular architecture. The Icelandic 
architecture, especially turf houses, has long been criticised within colonial narratives52 and 
recently considered an obstacle against neo-liberal modernity53. As a consequence, in the 
last century turf houses have been abandoned as architectural projects and earthworks 
bulldozed. Once eradicated from contemporary memory, their ontological meaning  
― elements made of humans and non-humans upon processes of agreement, 
interdependency, etc. ― is also fading away.  
For this, I align with other authors54 arguing that returning to these elements is vital in our 
present for resolving some critical issues. A human-decentred, vernacular, architectural 
approach can bring many benefits to our present and future precisely for its ontological 
meaning. No doubt, this demonstrates how architecture is political and worth fighting for. 

                                                
51 Gavin Lucas, “Building lives”, in Elements of…, 117. 
52 Sigurjón Baldur Hafsteinsson, “‘Icelandic Putridity’: Colonial Thought and Icelandic Architectural 
Heritage”, Scandinavian Studies 92, no. 1-2 (2019): 53-63. 
53 Grétarsdóttir and Hafsteinsson, “Pulses…”, 97. 
54 Grétarsdóttir and Hafsteinsson, “Pulses…”. 
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