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Summary: In June-July 2009 an international team (led by Ágústa Edwald FSÍ and Tom McGovern CUNY) 

conducted initial investigations of stratified midden deposits associated with the historic site of Skútustaðir in Mývatn 
in NE Iceland. In 2007 a joint FSÍ/CUNY NABO team visited Skútustaðir following the discovery of a patch of eroding 
midden by Arni Einarsson (Mývatn Research Station). Investigations in 2008 followed up on the 2007 results with a 
set of test trenches. The three 2008 test units (D, E1&2, F) located midden deposits with excellent organic 
preservation and multiple tephra horizons. Artifacts recovered and observed tephra indicate that the deposits 
sampled in D extend from ca. 1717-1477, E1 & 2 have an early Viking Age deposit directly upon the Landnám 
surface, and F revealed a very rich early modern midden deposit and an unexpected structural wall. The 2009 
season saw a major expansion of the area D unit into two connected larger units G (13 sq m) and H (20 sq m). Unit G 

was carried to lava bed rock, revealing an exceptionally productive Viking Age midden deposit packed into the natural 
fissures and crevices. Unit H was left at the level of a previously undocumented mid-17

th
 c. tephra surface, with 

coring indicating at least 80-90 cm of additional midden remaining beneath. Large artifact and ecofact collections 
were recovered from the early modern and Viking age deposits, with excellent conditions of preservation throughout. 
A very successful expanded collaboration continued for a third season with the Hið Þingeyska fornleifafelag; local 
Archaeological Association and the Litlulaugaskóli and Hafralaekjarskóli Fornleifaskóli barnanna/ Kidsô Archaeology 

program. There is great potential at Skútustaðir for further archaeological investigation, education, and outreach. The 
project is part of a larger NABO (North Atlantic Biocultural Organization) and IPY (International Polar Year) program 
Human Ecodynamics in the North Atlantic, which works to coordinate international interdisciplinary projects in the 
Shetlands, Faroes, Iceland, and Greenland (see www.nabohome.org) 
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Research Background: Landscapes of Settlement 
 
   The current IPY-sponsored NABO / FSI project at Skútustaðir is a continuation of the long-
running international cooperative project titled Landscapes of Settlement: Historical Ecology of 
the Colonization of Northern Iceland1. The Landscapes of Settlement project (LoS) has been 
directed by Orri Vésteinsson and Adolf Friðriksson of the Archaeological Institute of Iceland 
(FSÍ) since 1992 (continuously since 1996), beginning as a site-focused investigation of the 
Viking age ruins at Hofstaðir2 and progressively expanding into a multi-year, multi-investigator, 
landscape scaled program researching the whole period of human settlement in the Mývatn 
basin and nearby districts from historical, archaeological, and environmental perspectives3 . A 
recent overview of LoS research is provided by an appropriately multi-authored paper in 
American Anthropologist.4  
 
 The 2009 season at Skútustaðir thus continues the work of the LoS program, building upon 
past work in the Mývatn region and adding to a substantial body of prior research. Investigations 

                                                 
1
 Funding has been generously provided by grants from RANNÍS, National Geographic Society, the Leverhulme Trust, CUNY 

Northern Science & Education Center, and the US National Science Foundation (Grants OPP 402900001, OPP ARC 0352596, 

BCS 0001026, BCS 0527732, OPP Arctic Social Sciences 0732327).  
 

2
 Lucas, Gavin (ed). (2009) Hofstaðir. Excavations of a Viking Age Feasting Hall in North-Eastern Iceland, Archaeological 

Institute Iceland, Reykjavik. 

Friðriksson Adolf, Orri Vésteinsson, T.H. McGovern  

(2004)  Recent investigations at Hofstaðir, northern Iceland,   In: R. A Housely  & G Coles (eds) Atlantic Connections and 

Adaptations; economies, environments and subsistence in lands bordering the North Atlantic, AEA/NABO Environmental 

Archaeology Monographs 21, Oxbow Books.  Pp 191-202. 

 
3 Ascough, P.L.; Cook, G.T.; Church, M.J.; Dugmore, A.J.; Arge, S.V.; McGovern, T.H. (2006) . Variability in North Atlantic marine 

radiocarbon reservoir effects at c. AD 1000.    The Holocene 16(1): 131-136. 
 
Ascough, P. L., Gordon Cook, Mike Church, Andrew Dugmore, Thomas H McGovern, Elaine Dunbar, Arni Einarsson, Adolf 
Friðriksson, Hildur Gestdottir  
(2007) Reservoirs and Radiocarbon; 14 C dating problems in Mývatnssveit Northern Iceland  Radiocarbon  49(2): 1-15. 
 
Lawson Ian T., F.J. Gathorne-Hardy, Mike J. Church, Arni Einarsson, Kevin Edwards, Sophia Perdikaris, Tom M cGovern, Colin 
Amundsen & Gudrun Sveinbjarnardottir; (2005) Human Impact on Freshwater Environments  in Norse and Early Medieval 
Mývatnssveit. Iceland, in:  Jette Arneborg & B. Grønnow (eds) Dynamics of Northern Societies , Proceedings of the SILA/NABO 
conference on Arctic & North Atlantic Archaeology 2004, National Museum of Denmark Copenhagen, pp 375-383. 
 
McGovern, T.H., Sophia Perdikaris, Arni Einarsson, Jane Sidell (2006). Coastal Connections, Local Fishing, and Sustainable egg 
harvesting, patterns of Viking age inland wild resource use in Mývatn District, Northern Iceland, Environmental Archaeology  11.1 : 
102-128. 
 
Ogilvie, Astrid & T.H. McGovern (2000) Sagas & Science: Climate and Human Impacts in the North Atlantic, in W.W. Fitzhugh  & E. 
Ward (eds.). Viking Voyagers , Smithsonian Inst Press, pp 385-394. 

 
4 Thomas H. McGovern , Orri Vésteinsson , Adolf Fridriksson, Mike Church , Ian Lawson, Ian A. Simpson, Arni Einarsson , Andy Dugmore , 

Gordon Cook , Sophia Perdikaris , Kevin Edwards , Amanda M. Thomson, W. Paul Adderley ,Anthony Newton , Gavin Lucas , Oscar Aldred 

(2007) Landscapes of Settlement in Northern Iceland: Historical Ecology of Human Impact & Climate Fluctuation on the Millennial Scale, 

invited paper in special issue on the archaeology of global change, American Anthropologist,109(1):27-51  
 

Figure 1 Location Map for Mývatnssveit 

http://web114.epnet.com/citation.asp?tb=1&_ug=sid+551FC5E4%2D5E81%2D4C09%2DB34E%2D01CAE70F5FEF%40sessionmgr3+dbs+aph+cp+1+2056&_us=sel+False+frn+1+sl+0+hd+False+hs+True+cst+0%3B1%3B2+or+Date+fh+False+ss+SO+sm+ES+mdbs+aph+dstb+ES+mh+1+ri+KAAAGEMB00087807+0D20&_uso=hd+False+tg%5B2+%2D+tg%5B1+%2D+tg%5B0+%2D+st%5B2+%2D+st%5B1+%2D+st%5B0+%2DAscough+db%5B0+%2Daph+op%5B2+%2DAnd+op%5B1+%2DAnd+op%5B0+%2D+mdb%5B0+%2Dimh+02E7&fn=1&rn=5
http://web114.epnet.com/citation.asp?tb=1&_ug=sid+551FC5E4%2D5E81%2D4C09%2DB34E%2D01CAE70F5FEF%40sessionmgr3+dbs+aph+cp+1+2056&_us=sel+False+frn+1+sl+0+hd+False+hs+True+cst+0%3B1%3B2+or+Date+fh+False+ss+SO+sm+ES+mdbs+aph+dstb+ES+mh+1+ri+KAAAGEMB00087807+0D20&_uso=hd+False+tg%5B2+%2D+tg%5B1+%2D+tg%5B0+%2D+st%5B2+%2D+st%5B1+%2D+st%5B0+%2DAscough+db%5B0+%2Daph+op%5B2+%2DAnd+op%5B1+%2DAnd+op%5B0+%2D+mdb%5B0+%2Dimh+02E7&fn=1&rn=5
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in Mývatnssveit for the past fifteen 
years have resulted in major 
excavation programs of both 
structures and midden deposits at 
Hofstaðir, Sveigakot, and Hrísheimar, 
with smaller scale midden 
excavations and test trenching at 
Steinbogi, Selhagi, Oddastaðir, 
Brenna, and Thorleifstaðir combined 
with a comprehensive foot survey of 
the district (continued in 2008 by 
Oscar Aldred and Christian K. 
Madsen with additional work by 
Aldred in 2009). The LoS program 
has greatly improved our 
understanding of the timing and 
processes of the Viking age Landnám 
in Iceland, and the value of multiple 
sites of different social status and 
local environment tied together by the 
isochrones provided by the critical 
V871 and V940 tephra has been 
clearly demonstrated. The strategy of 
a long term commitment to research 
in a single district and the 
ñlongitudinalò perspective provided 
has become a key element in the 
research agenda of Historical 
Ecology and Human Ecodynamics5, 
and the LoS is now one of several 
similar landscape-scaled 
investigations in the region. In many 
respects, Mývatnssveit is now one of 
the most intensively researched and best documented portions of the Norse North Atlantic, and 
one of a very few Viking Age multi-site cultural landscapes now known anywhere. 
 
 
Human & Social Dimensions of Global Change Investigations in 2006-08 
   However, the LoS has been far more successful in documenting the earlier phases of 
settlement in Mývatn than the later periods (somewhat reversing the normal situation in Iceland 
and elsewhere). We actually have far less evidence in Mývatnssveit for the later Middle Ages 
and early modern periods (ca. 1100-1850), and nowhere had we found a continuous 
archaeological record covering the whole period of human settlement in the region.  In 2006 we 
began a cooperative project under the Human and Social Dynamics of Global Change program of 
US NSF led by Astrid Ogilvie (HSD: Human and Social Dynamics in Mývatnssveit, Iceland, from the 

Settlement to the Present) aimed at connecting the archaeological record with the historical 

                                                 
5
 Crumley, Carole (ed.) (1994)  Historical Ecology,  SAR Press, Santa Fe NM 
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documents for land use and landscape change with interviews with senior farmers in the district. 
The archaeology team has been tasked with locating midden deposits contemporary with the 
historical data sets, and to support the overall objectives of connecting more distant past with 
the present. In 2006 we did locate early modern deposits at Hofstaðir and Narfastaðir, but failed 
to locate the large and continuous midden deposits needed to link to the large Viking Age 
collections. In 2007, a larger scale survey project aimed at locating and testing middens (using 
soil corers and small test trenches) was carried out under the leadership of Orri Vésteinsson 
with the aim of locating deeper midden deposits extending from recent times to the medieval 
period (Vésteinsson ed. 2008)6. The 2007 survey located and tested middens at multiple sites 
(Beinistaðir, Hofstaðir, Graenavatn, Geirastaðir, Litla Gotland, Thorleifstaðir, Baldursheimar, 
Grímstaðir) but the key discovery of the 2007 season was made by Arni Einarsson, who 
observed a patch of erosion at the southern edge of the green field behind the modern farm and 
church area at Skútustaðir had exposed a patch of well preserved mammal and fish bones (the 
site is clearly visible from the Mývatn Research Station). It appeared that one or more pseudo -
crater depressions had been filled with cultural deposits, a pattern reminiscent of the use of 
midden debris to fill natural or cultural holes and depressions seen on other sits. These 
discoveries led to test cores which indicated the presence of up to 2.5 meters of cultural 
deposits on the sloping surface of the Skútustaðir mound. While the LNS were not clearly seen 
in any core, we did encounter several apparently in situ tephra (possibly V1717 and V 1477) in 
several cores, and bone was recovered from cores in excellent condition. The modern family at 
Skútustaðir was strongly supportive of an excavation project, and a larger investigation of these 
promising deposits seemed clearly indicated.  In 2007, the HSD grant was supplemented by the 
first field season of the new NABO IPY effort supported by NSF OPP Arctic Social Sciences 
Program, and an expanded cooperative excavation of the Skútustaðir midden began in summer 
2008 (see Edwald & McGovern 2008, Edwald 2009, Hicks and Harrison 2009) 7. The 2008 
investigations were extremely productive and provided both a very useful initial archaeofauna 
(Hicks in Edwald 2009, Hicks and Harrison 2009), archaeobotanical samples (Church in Edwald 
2009) and artifacts datable to both Viking age and the 17th c AD. A suite of AMS Radiocarbon 
dates (provided by Gordon Cook of SUERC) and an unusually large number of volcanic tephra 
layers have provided an internally consistent chronology (see Edwald 2009), and thanks to the 
isochrones provided by the major tephra layers (esp. V1717, V1477, H 1300, and V c 940 and V 

                                                 
6
 Orri Vésteinsson ed. Archaeological investigations in Mývatnssveit 2007  

Fornleifastofnun Íslands FS386-02263 Reykjavík 

2008.http://www.nabohome.org/publications/fieldreports/ArchaeologicalinvestigationsinMyvatnssveit2007.pdf 

 
7
 Ágústa Edwald & Tom McGovern (2008) Skútustaðir Midden Investigations 

Mývatn Northern Iceland 2008: an Initial Field Report ; NABO IPY field report available for download at 
www.nabohome.org  
 
Ágústa Edwald et al. 2009 Excavations at Skútustaðir 2008, FSI field Report. 
 
Megan T. Hicks & Ramona Harrison 
A Preliminary Report of the 2008 Midden Excavation at Skutustadir, N Iceland  NORSEC Report No. 45, 
see also http://www.nabohome.org/publications/fieldreports/SKUpreliminaryNORSEC09.pdf 
 

 

http://www.nabohome.org/
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871) it has been possible to tie together widely separated parts of the site. 

SUERC 20220 
AD 1205-1285

SUERC 20219

AD 980-1040

V 871

V 940

K 1262

V 1477

H 1300

V 1717

 
Figure 2. The 2008 profile from Area E 1 (Edwald 2009) showing the unusually complete tephra record (identifications by 

Magnús Á. Sigurgeirsson2008) which match the AMS radiocarbon dates (two sigma) quite closely. Note that the Viking age 

deposits near the base of this profile are in filling a very uneven lava surface. This pattern was to be repeated on a larger scale 

in the lower portions of the 2009 Area G excavations.  

 
 



  Skútustaðir 2009           Initial Field Report      

6 

 

Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2004);OxCal v3.10 Bronk Ramsey (2005); cub r:5 sd:12 prob usp[chron]

500CalAD 1000CalAD 1500CalAD

Calibrated date

SUERC-20218  1215±30BP

SUERC-20219  1040±30BP

SUERC-20220  785±30BP

SUERC-20225  625±30BP

SUERC-20226  525±30BP

 

            

Figure 3 Distribution of AMS C14 calibration results (OxCal v 3.10) from 2008 SKU samples (all terrestrial herbivore mammals). 

            
The tephra stratigraphy and the available AMS C14 dates (figure 3) from both area E1 and E 2 
demonstrated that there was a clear human presence on the natural lava surface shortly after 
the fall of the LNS (V 871+/2), confirmed by the early AMS date SUERC 20218 (1 sigma 
calibration AD 690-890) associated with a Viking age glass bead originating in the eastern 
Mediterranean..   
 
The stratigraphy and AMS C14 also indicated that there had been a major filling with a mixture 
of lava gravel and midden material (including well preserved animal bone) at some later period 
in the Viking age (context [049]). The single AMS date  SUERC 20219 on this fill suggests a late 
10th c date for this infilling (above the mid-10th c V940 tephra), at least in the area E portion of 
the rocky outcrop. The use of this sort of mix of gravel and midden material to in fill and level out 
the very uneven and deeply fissured surface of the Skútustaðir  natural lava outcrop was to be 
encountered on a much larger scale at the base of Unit G in the 2009 season. 
 
Zooarchaeology 2008:  The 2008 excavations produced a substantial archaeofauna (total 
number of fragments 16,614), which was divided into a set of six preliminary phases based on 
the stratigraphy and radiocarbon chronology available from the 2008 season. Most of the 2008 
archaeofauna came from the early modern period (ca. 1500-1850) and derived from the D and 
F units, with smaller medieval archaeofauna being recovered from the E 1 and E 2 profiles, and 
less than a hundred bones from the Viking Age deposits ( see Table 1 below  from Hicks & 
Harrison 2009).  A major trend in the 2008 archaeofauna was an increase in the relative 
proportions of caprines (sheep or goat, here nearly all sheep) relative to cattle in the early 
modern period and a persistent dairy management profile in the cattle (high % of young calves). 
Both are trends apparent in other Mývatnssveit sites, but at present Skútustaðir is unique in 
maintaining a ca 5:1 caprine to cattle ratio into the early modern period (other archaeofauna 
show ratios nearer 20 : 1).  This has remained a successful dairy farm down to the present, 
probably due in part to access to excellent wet meadows of the Framengjar nearby. 
 

 




