The Vatnsfjörður Project: Pathways to and from a Medieval Power Centre
Karen Milek1*, Oddgeir Isaksen2*, Guðrún Alda Gísladóttir2, Ian Simpson3, Eileen Tisdall3, Rebecca Barclay3, Oscar Aldred4, Dawn Elise Mooney1,2, Céline Dupont-Hébert5, Véronique Forbes1, Lukasz Mikolajczyk1, Jerry Lloyd6, Thomas McGovern7, Howell M. Roberts2, and Garðar Guðmundsson2
* Presenters
1Department of Archaeology, School of Geosciences, University of Aberdeen, United Kingdom
2Institute of Archaeology/Fornleifastofnun Íslands, Bárugata 3, 101 Reykjavik, Iceland
3School of Biological and Environmental Sciences, University of Stirling, United Kingdom

4School of History, Classics and Archaeology, Newcastle University, United Kingdom

5Université Laval, Québec, Canada
6Department of Geography, Durham University, United Kingdom
7Hunter College, City University of New York, USA
This paper provides an overview of some of the key results of the ongoing Vatnsfjörður Project, which, since 2003, has been exploring the reasons for the rise and decline of the chieftain's seat at Vatnsfjörður, northwest Iceland. Focussing on the relationship between this farm's evolution and the evolution of its landscape context, our research has been investigating why this apparently infertile farm in the Westfjords was chosen as a seat of power, and what factors and social processes enabled it to flourish as a social, economic and cultural powerhouse between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries — despite the period of climatic deterioration known as 'The Little Ice Age'. The waxing and waning of Vatnsfjörður mirror the changing fortunes of the whole Westfjord region, and, by gaining a better understanding of the history of Vatnsfjörður, this project aims to shed new light on the social and economic history of northwest Iceland. Some of the most important results of our collaborative, interdisciplinary research will be presented in this short paper, including new insights into the importance of iron production and associated fuel resources, overt display and conspicuous consumption of wealth, homefield soil management, and coastal resources in the rise of this medieval power centre, which served as a central place in the landscape of Vatnsfjarðardalur. The declining years of the farm are represented by an exceptionally rich architectural, artefactual, faunal, and insect record dating to the 17th-early 20th century, which reveal the ways in which the farm used a diverse range of resources to remain resilient in toughening economic conditions.
