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Abstract 

 The date for the onset of full scale commercial fisheries in Iceland remains somewhat 

controversial, but thus far the earliest radiocarbon dated seasonal fishing station (11th-

13th century) is in NW Iceland’s Strandasýsla County at Akurvík. This paper presents a 

preliminary report of the ongoing analysis of the large archaeofauna from the farm 

mound at Gjögur, 3 km from Akurvík, places the site of Gjögur in the wider context of 

the NW region of Iceland by comparing the site with the Akurvík archaeofauna, and 

outlines new methodologies of reconstructing live fish size and age based on recovered 

fish bones.   Although the Akurvík site provides a first zooarchaeological look at a 

Medieval fishing station, it is the site of Gjögur that would have controlled and integrated 

Akurvík’s catches into the larger regional arena of Northern Iceland, as well as using 

fishing to aid the economy of Gjögur itself. 

KEYWORDS: North West Iceland, North Atlantic, Fishing Farm, Zooarchaeology

Introduction

This paper presents a brief overview of archaeological excavations in 1990 at the site of 

Gjögur, Strandasýsla, NW Iceland, and presents preliminary results of the animal bone 

collections from both the lower and the upper contexts from Gjögur as compared with 

results from excavation of nearby fishing booths at Ak                 et al. 2005 in 

press, Krivogorskaya et al. 2005 in press).  The sites of Akurvík and Gjögur have radio-

carbon dates spanning the 12th- 15th century A.D., and this paper compares early and 

later early medieval contexts of both sites. The Akurvík site archaeofauna (animal bone 

collection) came from two thick stratigraphically separate layers of fish bone associated 

with two small turf structures exposed along an 18 meter long erosion face. 

Stratigraphic evidence indicates multiple periods of abandonment and re-use of these 

lightly built structures, suggesting a seasonal rather than permanent occupation.  The 

Akurvík ruins are best interpreted as one of a series of superimposed seasonal fishing 

“booths”- lightly built structures designed to temporarily hous         s crew but not a 
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farming household (Edvardsson ., 2004, Edvardsson 1996, 2002, 2004a,b 

Edvardsson this volume). Gjögur is only 3 km from Akurvík, but was a permanent farm 

occupied from early settlement times down to the end of the 20th c, and its structures 

and midden form a “farm mound” nearly 3 meters deep (Perdikaris, 1998).  These two 

roughly contemporary archaeofaunal of Akurvík and Gjögur thus come from two very 

different site types: a seasonal specialized fishing station and a large permanent farm.  

The Site and Excavations 1990 

In the summer 1990, an international interdisciplinary team directed by McGovern for 

CUNY and the carried out survey, excavation, and 

paleoenvironmental research in Árneshreppur, Strandasýsla, North-West Iceland (fig. 

1). 

[Figure 1 here]

The investigations included two small-scale excavations, located at the end of the 

peninsula between Reykjarfjorður and Norðurfjorður, both of which produced substantial 

archaeofauna dominated by fish. One excavation sampled an eroding 18 meter long 

profile at the coastal site of Akurvík with small turf structures and dense concentrations 

of fish bones (Amundsen,  2005 ).  The other excavation centered on the 

deeply stratified midden associated with the farm mound at Gjögur 3 km South-West of 

Akurvík, which had been sampled by a first stage survey team in 1988.  The objectives 

of the 1990 investigations were to clarify the nature and date of the deposits at Gjögur, 

draw profiles and recover useful collections of artifacts and animal bones.  Despite a 

shortened season and some challenging weather, large bone collections and a small 

number of artifacts were recovered from both sites.  

The Gjögur mound was disturbed by a  (silage) pit that was dug into it to produce 

et al

National Museum of Iceland 

et al., in press

surhey
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silage hay storage in the 1960’s.  The silage pit occupied the northeastern edge of the 

mound, mainly cutting through midden deposits, but the northwestern corner also 

disturbing a wall feature of one of the earlier building phases.  Surface mapping 

suggested that the midden deposit sampled in 1990 may be only one of several deep 

cultural deposits on the site, which clearly retains c   iderable untapped archaeological 

potential. The 1990 Gjögur excavation crew used a stratigraphic excavation strategy 

combined with 5 cm levels measured from ground surface in the upper 50-75 cm, 

excavating back from the profile exposed by the silage pit wherever possible.  The 

profiles provided by the ca 4x5 m silage pit intrusion proved exceptionally useful, and 

investigations in 1990 concentrated on the eastern edg                               m 

the house ruins), combining a horizontal and vertical excavation strategy. Due to poor 

drainage, time constraints, and safety issues, the 4x2 meter 1990 excavation had to be 

stopped at the depth of 2.2 meters- well above the bottom of the cultural deposit.  A 

core taken from the bottom of the unit indicated an additional 80 cm of cultural deposit 

coming down to a Holocene beach gravel natural substrate. Thus the current Gjögur 

sample does not extend to the base of the cultural deposit, and represents 

approximately the top two thirds of the midden. As at Akurvík, the excavated material 

was 100% sieved through a 4 mm mesh and a sample of approximately 5% was sieved 

through a 1 mm mesh as a control check.  

Phasing of the Gjögur Midden

 Even though structures on the farm mound at Gjögur itself were reportedly occupied 

down to 1860, the portion of the midden excavated in 1990 does not appear to extend 

into the early modern period. The absence of characteristic 17th-19th century Icelandic 

artifacts such as imported pottery, glass, and clay pipes, which were recovered in 

substantial numbers at a nearby farm excavation at Finnbogastaðir (Perdikaris, et al., 

2003; Edvardsson et al., 2004) combined with the calibrated range of the upper AMS 

radiocarbon date suggest a late 15th or early 16th century terminus date for significant 

refuse deposition on this area of the site.  A composite bone comb side-plate post-
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dating ca. AD 1200 was encountered in a context (SU 43) approximately in the middle 

of the 1990 exposure. Near the bottom of the excavated profile (still ca 80 cm above the 

non-cultural surface) a base shard of a rounded steatite vessel was recovered from 

context SU 60.  While steatite artifacts of this sort are usually associated with Viking 

Age occupations in Iceland, some later imports are kno     d it is also quite possible 

that this battered fragment is residual evidence of earlier occupation of the site. Other 

artifacts recovered (worked whalebone, whetstones, iron nails) are not temporally 

diagnostic.   The available radiocarbon dates and artifact assemblage thus suggest that 

the lower parts of the exposed midden deposit date to the 13th century and earlier, 

while the upper layers are mainly 14th and 15th century in date.  For the purpose of this 

paper, the excavated stratigraphic units (layers) at Gjögur are broken down into 2 

analytical units (AU, phases): upper and lower, with respective radiocarbon dates listed 

in Table 1 and graphed in Figure 2.  As Figure 2 illustrates, the upper phases of both 

Gjögur and Akurvík are probably directly contemporary (despite some calibration 

plateau effects) and that the lower excavated phase (AU 2) at Gjögur is likewise 

approximately contemporary with the lower layers at Akurvík, although the basal layer at 

Akurvík (context 24) may possibly extend into the 11th century (plateau effects again 

limit precision).

[Figure 2 here] 

[Table 1 here]

    This preliminary paper reports samples taken from the lower (early medieval) and 

upper (late medieval) layers at Gjögur contemporary with the early medieval and late 

medieval deposits at the nearby fishing station of Akurvík.  Analysis continues on the 

large Gjögur archaeofauna, and some conclusions may be later modified in the final 

report, but the sample reported here is substantial, w      mber of Identified Specimens 

NISP (Grayson, 1984) currently numbering 19,933.



Gjögur NORSEC 31

6

Methods

Analysis of the Gjögur collection was carried out at the Brooklyn College and Hunter 

College Zooarchaeology Laboratories and made use of extensive comparative skeletal 

collections at both laboratories and the holdings of the American Museum of Natural 

History. The contexts of the two sites used for the purposes of this paper represent 

directly comparable types of deposit (accretional midden rather than floor layers or short 

term specialized dump).  All fragments were identified as far as taxonomically possible 

and selected element approach was not employed.  The identifications of gadids follow 

the ICAZ Fish Remains Working Group recommendations (see Perdikaris  2004; 

Cannon 1987; and Mujib 1967). Following the NABO Zooarchaeology Working Group 

recommendations and the established traditions of North Atlantic zooarchaeology we 

have made a simple identified fragment count (NISP) the basis for most quantitative 

presentation. Measurements ( , digital caliper) of fish bones follow 

Wheeler & Jones (1989). All of collected data was digitally recorded following the 8th

edition NABONE recording package (Microsoft Access database supplemented with 

specialized Excel spreadsheets). All digital records, including archival element by 

element bone records, will be permanently curated at the . 

CD Rom versions of all archived data are also available on request from 

nabo@voicenet.com. All archaeofauna used for comparisons in this paper were 

collected using closely comparable excavation strategy and analyzed using the same 

laboratory procedures and data management programs.

[Table 2 here]

Presence and Abundance of Species

Even though domestic mammals, sea mammals, some birds, and mollusks are present, 

both sites contexts in all phases are dominated by fish. This paper will focus on the fish 

remains from the Gjögur farm mound and the Akurvík seasonal fishing station, making 

et al.

Mitutoyo digimatic

National Museum of Iceland
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Figure 3. Major fish bone element groups, sample size indicated at bottom.

Figure 4  Body and tail vertebral series. Cervical (neck) vertebra normally travel with the skull 
parts in fish. A whole fish skeleton would produce a graph of exactly equal proportions for % 
MAU (33% each).
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Cleithrum and Premaxilla Relative Proportions
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Figure 5. Comparison of relative proportions of the cleithrum and premaxilla bones recovered. In 
a whole fish, the relative proportions would be equal (50% each).

Figure 6 Reconstructed live length of cod fish based on measurement of the atlas vertebrae. The 
optimal size range for production of stockfish (solid line) and for (dotted line) is 
indicated for reference.

Figure 6
Atlas Size Reconstruction
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Figure 6, The distribution of cod fish reconstructed live length based on the dentary and 
premaxilla for both Akurvík and Gjögur late medieval contexts demonstrates clear bimodal 
distribution, at Akurvík with peaks in both stockfish and  “production windows”. Note 
the close tracking of reconstructions based on both elements in both archaeofauna. 

Figure 7
Later Middle Ages (14th-15th c)
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Figure 7, Distribution of reconstructed cod fish live length for the early medieval layers at 
Gjögur and Akurvík. The early Akurvík distribution is more heavily weighted towards optimal 
‘  production, while Gjögur is consistently peaking in the ‘ window than in the 
later contexts at the same site.

Figure 8
Early Middle Ages (12th-14th c)

Figure 9

Cod Age Reconstruction-based on Atlas Vertebrae
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Figure 8, Reconstructed age distribution for landed cod based on atlas vertebrae ring counts. 

Table 2. Summary of bones from upper and lower context                                

Table 1
AMS Radiocarbon 
Assay Results
Calibration OxCal 3.9 (Bronk-Ramsey 2003), 
all samples caprine bone collagen

Context & Laboratory number
Radiocarbon 
age delta C13

two sigma 
calibrated date 
range (AD)

Gjögur AU 1 Upper midden
GU 9742 525 +/- 55 BP -21.40% 1300-1400

Gjögur AU 2 Lower midden
GU 9743 750 +/- 55 BP -20.40% 1160-1390

Akurvík context  22 (upper) Midden
Beta 116969 460 +/- 70 BP -22.50% 1310-1640

Akurvík context  30/31 (lower) hut floor
Beta 116971 750+/- 40 BP -16.10% 1210-1380

Akurvík context 24 (lowest) midden
Beta 116970 850+/- 70 BP -20.60% 1030-1290

Table 2 

NISP NISP NISP NISP
Domestic Mammals 77 2 96 15
Seals 21 26 51 8
Whale 18 67 30 1,528
Birds 7 82 24 124
Fish 8,611 8,200 7,685 93,349
Shellfish 889 545 1366 4,834

total NISP 9,623 8,922 9,252 99,858

Medium terrestrial mammal 207 4 142 23
Small terrestrial mammal 1 1 4
Large terrestrial mammal 16 17
Unidentifiable mammal 
fragment 117 44 206 119
Unidentifiable bone fragment 308 859 43 1,085

Total TNF 10,272 9,829 9,661 101,089

Gjögur E. 
Medieval

Akurvík E. 
Medieval

Gjögur L. 
Medieval

Akurvík L. 
Medieval



Gjögur NORSEC 31

31

terrestrial mammal” includes bones of small dog or small caprines. “Medium Terrestrial
mammal” includes bones of large dog, caprines, or pigs. Both categories at Akurvík are probably 
in fact sheep or goat. ‘Large Terrestrial mammal’ include bones of cow-horse-sized animals. 
NISP = fragments identifiable to a useful taxonomic le  l, TNF= all fragments.

Table 3. Fish bones from upper and lower contexts Akurvík and Gjögur. The gadid family 
elements are all potentially from Atlantic cod.

Table 3 
NISP NISP NISP NISP

L. Atlantic cod 2320 3,095 2626 4,981
 L. Saithe 26 38 92

L. Haddock 23 119 69 528
L. Ling 2 5 10 81

 L. Torsk 4 7
Gadidae, species 
indeterminate. Gadid family 1623 2,030 1807 6,356

 L. Halibut 11 2 31 19

L. Brill 4
Pleuronectidae sp. Skate sp 7 4 1 4

L. Wolfish 45 1 78
Rajidae Ray sp 7 6 5

Salmonidae
Salmonid 
family 1 8 1

Fish indeterminate Fish species 4,592 2,900 4356 81,193
total fish 8,612 93,349 8957 93,349

Gjögur E. 
Medieval

Akurvík E. 
Medieval

Gjögur L. 
Medieval

Akurvík L. 
Medieval

Scientific Names English

Gadus morhua 
Pollachius virens
Melanogramus aeglfinus

Molva molva 
Brosme brosme

Hippoglossus 
hippoglossus
Scophthalmus  rhombus 

Anarchichas lupus 


