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Abstract

Excavations in 1990 in North-West Iceland documented a stratified series of small turf structures and associated midden deposits at the eroding beach at Akurvík and a deep farm mound at the site of Gjogur dating from the 11th-13th to the 15th-16th centuries AD. These settlements produced rich fisheries history, with evidence for subsistence fishing and local level exchange of prepared fish products extending back to the period of first settlement in the late 9th century AD. While the date for the onset of full scale commercial fisheries remains somewhat controversial, the earliest seasonal fishing station at Akurvík, NW Iceland is radiocarbon dated to mid-13th century. The farm-mound at Gjögur, 3 km to the West of Akurvík, represents a deep midden deposit associated with this permanently occupied farm.  The bone assemblage is dominated by fish, mainly Atlantic cod, with low amount of domestic (sheep, pig, horse and cow) and marine mammals (seals), shells and birds (puffin, gull, guillemot and gyrfalcon).  This paper briefly summarizes the excavation results, and presents preliminary zooarchaeological analysis of the upper context dated to 14th-15th century AD at Gjögur, comparing the site with a nearby seasonal fishing booths site at Akurvík, and raising questions concerning the relationship between “fishing farms” and seasonal fishing stations in this region.   
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Presentation Outline (points correspond with slide order):

I. I would like to present results of my research, which focused on analysis and interpretation of faunal remains from the sites located in Iceland (an island in the North Atlantic, as pointed out on this map)

II. Since no research is carried out in vacuum, the research for this presentation has been undertaken as part of the NABO (North Atlantic Biocultural Organization) initiative and has been funded by the generous support from the National Science Foundation and concentrated on recovering and analyzing large faunal, stratigraphically excavated and comparable remains, analysis of which is aided by the common recording system (Nabone 8) as well as FishBone CD, with a Bird CD currently on the way

III. Thus, this presentation aims at comparing sites across Iceland to relate known as well as possible commercial localities, selecting factors of which will be discussed later in this presentation

IV. The sites that I plan to concentrate on for my doctoral research are primarily in the NorthWest region of Iceland.  However, for this presentation, sites (both inland and coastal) from across the island will be used for general discussion

V. A note on fish bones from Iceland is that most of the recovered ones are represented by gadid family and they are recovered across the country, both on the inland and coastal sites, ranging from the settlement to the 13th century period.  The coastal sites in question represent an overwhelming majority of mouth parts and jaw bones, lacking body parts.

VI. One of the two sites that produced the most fauna for this study is Akurvik, a coastal site (you can see the proximity to the ocean on this photograph, which was taken 2 summers ago).  Akurvik represented a series of short term specialized fishing seasonal settlements and produced an excellent bone preservation

VII. Gjogur (only 3 km SouthWest of Akurvik) the second site, is a permanent farm, in contrast to ephemeral Akurvik booths, represents a wide range of activities carried out year-round to sustain the farm

VIII. Akurvik and Gjogur (lower and upper layers of both respectively) represent contemporaneous material

IX. In the faunal analysis, we used a range of factors to identify the activities carried out on the site and classify them as commercial or subsistence based on the prevalent categories.

X. Here is a diagram produced by Dr. Perdikaris, indicating the visual pattern of a breakdown between a coastal and inland faunal assemblage

XI. This graph demonstrates a clear disproportion of head (premaxilla) over body (represented by cleithrum) parts at coastal and inland sites respectively.  Both bones are easily identifiable in zooarchaeological collection and are of comparable thickness and survivability

XII. Here we can look at the breakdown of other elements in the fish skeleton, to support our hypothesis of specialized activity and movement of fish resources from the coastal to the inland localities

XIII. In addition to body parts, we can also look at the size of fish, as is measurable via certain elements.  Here we can see that Gjogur (dotted line) produced quite a bit of smaller fish remains, useable for local consumption and subsistence, while Akurvik (solid line) was targeting a bigger-sized fish, which was big enough to be air-dried and produce stock fish, a product that could be traded and exported 

XIV. Here, a really fresh data indicates age reconstruction of archaeological cod as compared to modern fish, with a conclusion that the archaeological fish was bigger and grew older.

XV. In the future, it would be interesting to see how the age-size data proposed in this study applies to other collections, both from Iceland and other countries.  Ancient DNA will allow to trace fish stock distribution, and Isotopic analysis will look into heavy metal composition in bones to provide such data as climate, water temperature and pollution through time

XVI. In conclusion, I would like to address some methodology that goes in to reconstructing past fishing activities: 

· There is a clear distinction between consumer and producer sites (based on fish skeletal element frequency measures). 

· These new techniques help us conclude that the later medieval trading center at Gásir in Eyjafjord was being provisioned with prepared fish rather than acting as a major fishing center (Harrison et al. 2005), and may help clarify role of other sites with direct access to the sea but which may or may not have produced their own fish.

· A substantial trade in preserved fish took place in Iceland as far back as the first settlement.  The Mývatn and upper Eyjafjord archaeofauna are currently the best documented, but finds of marine fish cleithra and vertebrae have also been made in early medieval contexts in Hrafenkelsdalur in the east, and at Háls and Reykholt in the south west (Amundsen et al. 2005). The zooarchaeological record thus supports Edvardsson’s hypothesis of substantial internal Viking Age fish trading within Iceland prior to the expansion of the international fish trade of the later Middle Ages.

· Different types of fish preparation and curing seem to have taken place at the same time in different sites. Stockfish production seems to have increased in importance in the late medieval contexts at the Akurvík fishing station, but not at the nearby fishing farm of Gjögur.  There seem to be differences between these patterns and those documented in early modern times, again underlining the danger of an uncritical use of the ethnographic record.

· There are indications of a still earlier fish processing pattern in the basal layers at Akurvík, one which may be complementary to the patterns seen on the Viking Age consumer sites. More early (10th-11th c) fish producing sites may help resolve this issue. 
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