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Introduction
The last two decades have seen an emer-
gence of interest in post-medieval archae-
ology in Iceland, demonstrated by the

increasing number of excavations and
research projects (e.g. Edvardsson et al.
2004; Gísladóttir & Ævarsson 2007;
Guðmundsson et al. 2005, Hambrecht
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2009; Lárusdóttir et al. 2005; Lucas 2002
& 2005; Taylor 2004; Taylor et al. 2005;
Traustadóttir & Zoëga 2006; Vilhjálmsson
1989; Ævarsson & Gísladóttir 2008 &
2009). While excavations have traditional-
ly focussed on sites dating from the Viking
Age (874 - 930 AD) and Commonwealth
Periods (930-1262 AD), early modern
archaeology in Iceland still shows biases
towards the excavation and analysis of
high status and unique sites, such as reli-
gious centres and the residences of the
political elite (Hambrecht 2009, 12-13;
Lucas & Snæsdóttir 2006, 8; Vésteinsson
2004, 73-78). Post-medieval archaeologi-
cal deposits are usually investigated as
part of rescue operations or as the by-prod-
ucts of excavations targeting earlier
deposits. The ensuing post-excavation
work is often limited and the results rarely
published (Hambrecht 2009, 3; Lucas &
Snæsdóttir 2006, 6).

With the growing number of pub-
lished papers dealing with early modern
Icelandic material (e.g. Edvardsson et al.
2004; Hambrecht 2009; Lárusdóttir et al.
2005; Taylor et al. 2005), this situation is
starting to change. The integration of
archaeological data with the rich histori-
cal record and high-resolution climate
proxy data available for this period
allows for a better understanding of the
complex human-environment intercon-
nections and daily practices of Icelanders
during this period (e.g. Edvardsson et al.
2004; Hambrecht 2009).

The present paper focuses on the latter
part of the Early Modern Period, the late
19th and early 20th century. At this time,
Iceland was gradually recovering from an
unemployment and famine crisis which

started around 1850, instigated by a devas-
tating epizootic of scab among Icelandic
sheep and exacerbated by natural disasters
and climatic deterioration (Eggertsson et
al. 1987, 140; Karlsson 2000a, 228-238).
A massive rural exodus followed, as a
large number of people moved to the
developing urban centres to work in the
fishing industry (Durrenberger & Pálsson
1989, 6; Karlsson 2000b, 292; Vasey
1996, 156), or emigrated to the New
World in search of better living conditions
(Arngrímsson 1997; Karlsson 2000a,
236). The Icelanders who stayed pursued a
political struggle to gain their country’s
independence from Denmark. In 1918, the
signature of the Act of Union gave Iceland
sovereign status, and in 1944, it was offi-
cially recognized as an independent repub-
lic (Jóhanesson et al. 1987, 49- 47;
Karlsson 2000a, 283). At the same time,
the mechanisation of the fishing industry
and the increased international trade lead
to rapid urbanisation and modernisation.
This resulted in significant changes in the
quality of life of most Icelanders
(Durrenberger & Palsson 1989, 4-8;
Karlsson 2000a, 224-308).

During the late 19th and early 20th
century, Iceland was transformed from a
traditional and mostly rural society into a
prosperous sovereign nation. This period
of great social and economic change,
despite its importance, has gone undocu-
mented in archaeological publications.
With the scarcity of archaeological com-
parative material, it is difficult to know if
the general picture of daily life provided
by the historical record and ethnographic
accounts reflects the rich variability of
living conditions and day-to-day prac-
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tices between individuals, farms and geo-
graphical areas. Archaeology provides a
means to examine how the transforma-
tions of the Early Modern Period influ-
enced the material lives of the Icelanders.
Questions relating to identity, sanitation,
health, consumption patterns, status, gen-
der, and ideology can be addressed with
the study of material culture, the built
environment and biological remains pre-
served in archaeological contexts from
latter periods (Hall & Silliman 2006;
Mrozowski et al. 1996). Thus, our under-
standing of past daily life in late 19th and
early 20th century Iceland benefits from a
holistic approach integrating archaeology
with the analysis of written documents
and ethnographic data.

In an attempt to contribute to this
understanding, archaeoentomological
reconstructions of intra-site environmen-
tal conditions have been integrated to the
study of the remains of a 19th-20th centu-
ry turf dwelling house at the farm of
Vatnsfjörður, in the Westfjords. We con-
sider the household as the level at which
social groups articulate directly with eco-
nomic and ecological processes (Wilk &
Rathje 1982, 617-618), and that the
actions and practices of individuals struc-
ture and define their culture and daily
life, while also being structured by social
institutions (Hendon 1996; Samson
1990). Therefore, the interactions
between Vatnsfjörður‘s occupants, their
surrounding environment, and the rapidly
changing socioeconomic situation of the
19th and early 20th century should be
reflected in the organisation of their liv-
ing space, their domestic activities and
their living conditions.

The present paper discusses the main
findings of the insect analysis from early
modern Vatsnfjörður’s cultural deposits,
and attempts to examine how the daily
life of this particular household relates to
the broader political and economic
upheavals of late 19th and early 20th cen-
tury Iceland. It also explores the potential
of archaeoentomology as a source of new
evidence for the study of the recent past
domestic practices and living conditions.

Farming and daily life in late
19th and early 20th-century
Iceland
The rapid economic growth that charac-
terized the latter Early Modern Period in
Iceland was mainly instigated by the
mechanization of the fishing industry.
However, it did not only modify the lives
of Icelanders involved in the fisheries,
but also those of Icelandic farmers.
Livestock farming was the dominant
agricultural activity in Iceland, and grain
cultivation was hardly possible due to cli-
matic and environmental limitations
(Eggertsson et al. 1987, 135). Thus, the
main crop was grass, providing pastures
and fodder for sheep, cattle and horses.
The meat and secondary milk products
provided by these domestic animals were
essential for subsistence farmers, and
also provided wool and skins needed for
clothing (Mead 1945, 138-139).

Thanks to the gradual liberalisation of
the Icelandic economy and the increase of
foreign trade in the 19th century, the pur-
chasing power of the urban population
grew considerably and a domestic market
for agricultural products was created
(Karlsson 2000a, 291). The foundation of
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agricultural schools and farmers’ societies
encouraged certain improvements in farm-
ing practices, for example by importing
ploughs, gear for draught horses, horse
carts, and harrows, and providing some
training on how to use such equipment
(Jónsson & Dýrmundsson 2000, 301-
302). Despite this, the modernisation
process was slower in the agricultural
industry in comparison with the fisheries.
During the first decades of the 20th centu-
ry, farming practices in Iceland were still
very primitive in comparison with those of
other European countries (Anderson 1931,
284). Hay was cut by hand using tools
such as scythes, and tractors did not
replace draught horses until the 1950s
(Jónsson & Dýrmundsson 2000, 300-
301). Major technical progress occurred in
the 1920s, when the government offered
financial and legal support to the farmers
(Eggertsson et al. 1987, 139; Jónsson &
Dýrmundsson 2000, 304). Thus, artificial
fertilizers and modern machinery were
gradually introduced on farms, and large-
scale drainage begun with the importation
of the first excavators (Anderson 1931,
287, Jónsson & Dýrmundsson 2000, 304;
Mead 1945, 140).

In 1910, more than half of the houses
in Iceland were still made of turf, using
traditional building techniques (Karlsson
2000b). In the countryside, the introduc-
tion of new building techniques and
materials such as concrete, corrugated
iron, steel and wood began in the 1920s,
but turf buildings continued to be com-
mon until as late as 1960 (Jónsson &
Dýrmundsson 2000, 305). Apart from the
baðstofa, which since the 19th century
had been the main living room of the

house, where people slept, ate and
worked, turf houses contained several
subdivisions, which generally included a
kitchen, a hall, an alcove, a byre, pantries
and storage spaces (Arngrímson 1997,
45; Jóhannesson et al. 1987, 91). Living
conditions in these houses varied across
the country, and this seems to be reflect-
ed in the divergent opinions of some
authors. For example, while Karlsson
(2000b, 250) suggests that turf houses
were sufficiently dry, warm and bright,
Jónasson (1961, 29-33) describes these
houses as being soggy, smelly, and dark,
mostly because of the use of foul-
smelling oil which provided an inade-
quate light. There was little privacy for
the farm’s inhabitants due to the restrict-
ed space and the need to retain warmth,
and it was common for all members of
the household to sleep in the baðstofa,
often two to a bed (Jóhanesson et al.
1987; Karlsson 2000b, 250).

The diet of most Icelanders in the
19th century was dominated by dairy
products, fish and meat. The cultivation
of vegetables only began in the 19th cen-
tury, but in 1817 about one third of
households in Iceland were growing
turnips, cabbages, potatoes and/or other
vegetables (Jónsson & Dýrmundsson
2000, 302). In the early 20th century diets
became more diversified: potatoes soon
became part of nearly every meal, and
imports of various foodstuffs, including
different varieties of vegetables and
sugar, grew considerably (Karlsson
2000b, 251-294). This was probably
facilitated by newly constructed roads
and bridges, which helped facilitate com-
munication between farms and fishing
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villages (Eggertsson et al. 1987, 184;
Karlsson 2000b, 148; Reynolds 1927,
47). Nevertheless, Icelanders were gener-
ally not wealthy, and until the second half
of the century, most households could
barely afford more than the basic necessi-
ties (Karlsson 2000b, 294).

After the 1930s, hygiene and sanita-
tion were regulated by law, but before
this time, it was not unusual for houses to
lack running water and indoor plumbing
(Gunnlaugsson 1997). In 1843, magazines
such as Arnbjörg and Kvennafræðarin
published guidelines on how to keep the
house clean and comfortable, suggesting
particular types of lights and fuels, as
well as ways to dispose of rubbish, in
order to avoid bad smells, insect infesta-
tions and dampness.

Archaeoentomology and the
study of past daily life
The historical and ethnographic accounts
of daily life in the Icelandic countryside
in the late 19th and early 20th century
suggest that living standards varied
between different households. However,
further work is required to understand the
relationships between geographic
regions, environments and the social con-
texts of domestic practices. Furthermore,
when relatively detailed descriptions of
domestic activities and sanitary condi-
tions are provided in ethnographic
accounts (e.g. Arngrímsson 1997, 9-54;
Gunnlaugsson 1997; Jónasson 1961),
they usually reflect isolated cases which
cannot necessarily be taken as represen-
tative of a specific region. It is also
important to keep in mind that written
documents, including ethnographic

accounts, are constructed archives which
need to be interpreted, as they are biased
by the processes involved in creating
them, including the motivations of the
authors, and the context in which they
were produced (Feinmann 1997, 372;
Galloway 2006). Integrating archaeologi-
cal evidence from different geographical
areas and sites of different status into the
study of past daily practices and living
conditions has the potential to generate a
more complete and critical portrait of the
changing lives of the people who experi-
enced the great transformations of the
Early Modern Period in Iceland.

Among archaeological approaches,
archaeoentomology, the use of preserved
insect remains in archaeological interpre-
tations, can be particularly useful in stud-
ies concerning past daily activities and
living conditions. Archaeoentomological
analyses are based on the concept of
species constancy as research has demon-
strated that the ecological niche of most
insect species has remained unchanged
throughout the Quaternary and perhaps
the Tertiary periods (P.I. Buckland 2000,
6; Coope 1978, 185; Kenward 1976, 8).
This means that most insects have not
evolved for the last 30 million years, pre-
ferring migration instead of adaptations
to changing environments. The current
ecological preferences of identified
insects are therefore analogous and repre-
sentative of past environments (P.I.
Buckland 2000, 9).

Some of the best examples of
archaeoentomological study used for the
reconstruction of past living conditions
have been undertaken on multiple occu-
pation phases from the city of York, in
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the United Kingdom. The analysis of
very large assemblages of insect remains
spanning the Roman Period to the Viking
Age allowed the appreciation of chrono-
logical changes and spatial variations
regarding the settlement’s cleanliness
and ecology, the quality of water and
food supply, the environmental condi-
tions within buildings, as well as the
means of management and disposal of
rubbish and human wastes (e.g.
Addyman 1989; Hall & Kenward 1990;
Kenward & Hall 1995). Numerous other
examples of similar studies have been
done on sites located not only in the
United Kingdom (e.g. Buckland et al.
1993; Carrot et al. 1997; Hall et al. 1983;
2000) but also in Ireland (e.g. Allison et
al. 1999; Kenward et al. 2000),
Greenland (e.g. Buckland et al. 1996;
Panagiotakopulu et al. 2007); North
America (e.g. Bain 1998; 2001; Bain &
Prévost 2010), Europe (Nielsen et al.
2000; Ponel 1997) and the Near East (e.g.
Kislev & Simchoni 2007).

In Iceland, archaeoentomology has
only been used occasionally to examine
sanitary conditions in houses. At
Stóraborg, an important farm site located
on the southern coast of the country, the
identification of insects associated with
vegetal and decaying organic matter
recovered from inside medieval buildings
demonstrated a warm and squalid environ-
ment (Perry et al. 1985, 342). Sheep
ectoparasites identified from the same site,
including the sheep ked (Melophagus ovi-
nus) and the sheep lice (Damalinia ovis),
also allowed a detailed discussion of wool
processing practices involving the use of
urine as a cleansing agent (Buckland &

Perry 1989). Archaeoentomological
analyses of post-medieval deposits from
the western Icelandic church site of
Reykholt indicated species associated
with turf and hay, which appeared to have
been used in every room of the building
both as building materials and insulation
(Buckland et al. 1992). This study also
located activity areas for wool processing
and delousing. According to the authors,
the quantity of human ectoparasites iden-
tified at Reykholt suggests rather unhy-
gienic conditions, at least compared to
our 21st century standards (Buckland et
al. 1992, 162-164). More recently, the
archaeoentomological study of 17th-18th
century deposits from Skálholt by
Konráðsdóttir (2007) identified the func-
tions of two rooms from the bishop’s
house and school, providing a better
understanding of the site’s economy.

When integrated into the study of
Icelandic archaeological sites, archaeoen-
tomological analyses allow the documen-
tation of past day-to-day practices and
living conditions, some of which would
not necessarily by recognizable by other
means in the archaeological record. This
paper presents the results of archaeoento-
mological analyses which focused on late
19th and early 20th century turf and stone
dwellings at the site of Vatnsfjörður in
northwest Iceland. It provides new
insights into past daily practices and living
conditions in a rural household, and it is
the first specialised study on insect
remains from the Westfjords.

The Westfjords
The site of Vatnsfjörður is located on a
fjord of the same name, close to the cen-
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tre of the Westfjords peninsula, on the
southern side of Ísafjarðardjúp (Fig. 1).
The Westfjords area is characterized by
many fjords and bays and by relatively
poor arable land. The main settlements
were all established near the best grazing
land, indicating the importance of live-
stock in the local subsistence economy.
The seashore provided resources such as
marine fish and mammals, as well as
driftwood and seaweed. The numerous
waterways and terrestrial routes probably
facilitated communication between farms
and with the rest of Iceland (Tulinius
2005, 10).

Recent archaeological investigations
in the Westfjords suggest that marine
resources probably had a greater role in
the subsistence and economy of this
region relative to other parts of the coun-
try during the Viking Age and Medieval
Period (Edvardsson 2005). For about five
centuries (12th - 16th century), an aris-
tocracy and a rich literary culture flour-
ished in the area (Tulinius 2005, 13),
whose prosperity was probably guaran-
teed by a mixed economy making good
use of the range of resources available in
the environment (Edvardsson 2005, 65).
Edvardsson (2005) pointed out that it is
probably not a coincidence that impover-
ishment of the Westfjords began after
new legislation requiring all landless
Icelanders to work on farms was passed
in 1783 (Durrenberger & Pálsson 1989,
4; Vasey 1996, 155), as it reduced the
labour available for fisheries. Likewise,
even though the area became poorer in
the 18th and 19th centuries, its situation
improved quite quickly with the econom-
ic developments that began around 1850

(Tulinius 2005, 15), and this could be due
to its important role in the fish trade. The
few studies that have been done on early
modern sites from the Westfjords indi-
cate a mixed economy predominantly
centred on the exploitation of marine
resources instead of agropastoralism
(Edvardsson et al. 2004; Taylor 2004;
Taylor et al. 2005).

Past cultural and economic develop-
ments in the Westfjords region were the
result of dynamic interactions between
community members and their local
environment. Were the living standards
and daily practices of these people differ-
ent from other Icelanders because of easy
access to marine resources and trade cen-
tres? How did these practices and living
conditions vary between farms, villages,
towns and households in the Westfjords?
These are examples of questions which
can be addressed using the archaeologi-
cal record.

One of the rare published articles
which includes a detailed examination of
some 19th and early 20th century archae-
ological deposits is based on the results
of a small rescue excavation undertaken
on midden deposits from Kúvíkur, locat-
ed in the western part of the peninsula
(Lárusdóttir et al. 2005). This site was an
important trading station specializing in
the production and trade of shark liver
oil. The study generated an interesting
artefact assemblage, including numerous
kerosene lamps, chimneys and some
porcelain from Japan. The authors linked
the presence of these artefacts to changes
in lighting technologies, as the use of oil-
fuelled lamps decreased as gas and elec-
tricity became widespread in the 20th
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Figure 1. The location of Vatnsfjörður (Oscar Aldred, map data: Landmælingar ĺslands).
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century. They suggested that this might
indicate that the merchants at Kúvíkur
found a new market for their liver oil after
it stopped being used for lighting in the
early 20th century; the Japanese started
using it for the confection of cosmetic and
pharmaceuticals products (Lárúsdóttir et
al. 2005, 117-118). This provides an
example of how artefacts have the poten-
tial to provide not only information about
the daily practices of individuals who

lived in the recent past, but also about the
broader “world system“ in which they
were situated. Nevertheless, the fact that
scarcely any contemporary sites have been
studied in Iceland makes it difficult to gen-
erate detailed social interpretations
(Lárúsdóttir et al. 2005). Also, this exca-
vation, similar to most excavations of 19th
and early 20th century sites, focussed on
midden deposits and did not include the
occupation deposits inside the inhabited
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Figure 2. Map of Vatnsförður indicating the Viking Age and Farm Mound excavations.
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buildings. Thus, there is a dearth of data to
allow detailed interpretations about the
daily lives of the people that lived in
Iceland in the recent past.

Archaeological investigations on
the farmmound at Vatnsfjörður
Archaeological investigations undertak-
en at the site of Vatnsfjörður from 2003
to 2009 have unearthed a Viking Age
dwelling house, a smithy, storage build-
ings, animal buildings, and outdoor cook-
ing pits and hearths (Edvardsson &
McGovern 2005; Friðriksson et al. 2005;
Milek 2007, 2008 & 2009). According to
documentary sources, it is clear that
Vatnsfjörður was an important and pros-
perous church farm, the seat of chieftains,
and a political centre of influence from at
least the 12th century onwards (see
Helgadóttir 1987; Sigurðsson 2003;
Sigurjónsson 1975; Thorsson 1988). By
the 16th century, even though the region-
al power centre had shifted to the nearby
farm of Ögur, Vatnsfjörður remained an
important farm and a parish church until
the late 20th century (Edvardsson &
McGovern 2005, 17).

At Vatnsfjörður, the location of the
turf habitation buildings shifted south-
wards in the 11th or 12th century and
thereafter remained in the same general
location for the following eight centuries,
resulting in the creation of a large farm
mound ca. 100 metres south of the Viking
Age part of the site (Fig. 2). Such farm
mounds are created by an accumulation
of cultural material (house foundations,
demolition debris, household refuse and
other waste) derived from successive
occupations of the same place by genera-

tions of people (Gísladóttir & Ævarsson
2007, 43). Ongoing open area excava-
tions targeting the 1884-1906 turf house
on top of the farm mound at Vatnsförður
began in 2006. The removal of a series of
post-abandonment layers including dem-
olition debris and midden deposits
revealed a series of walls, internal floor
deposits, two substantial pavements and
two cellars (Ævarsson & Gísladóttir
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Figure 3. Homefield map of Vatnsfjörður
created in 1913 (Landmælingar ĺslands). The
remains of the last turf dwelling house
correspond to number 5 on the drawing.
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2008, 72-75). Moreover, midden deposits
containing numerous fish and mammal
bones from one of the rooms of the build-
ing were excavated (group 8562). On the
south side of the house, the entrance and
its associated corridor were possibly
identified (Ævarsson & Gísladóttir 2008,
75-76).

A map dating to 1913 (Fig. 3), pro-
vides insight into life at Vatnsfjörður dur-

ing the Early Modern Period. This map
identifies various farm buildings on the
site at this time, including a farmhouse, a
church, storage buildings, a cowshed, a
barn, a stable and sheephouses.
Descriptions of some of these buildings
and activities that took place on the site
may be found in the autobiography of
Tryggvi Þorsteinsson, who moved to
Vatnsfjörður in 1929 as a child. According
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Figure 4. Location of sediment samples for archaeoentomological analysis collected during the
summers of 2007 and 2008 on the farm mound at Vatnsfjörður.
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to Þorsteinsson (2006), the last turf house
was built in 1884 on the foundations of the
previous farmhouse. It was occupied until
1906, after which it was partially demol-
ished and used for storage and metal
working until the middle of the 20th cen-
tury (Þorsteinsson 2006).

Archaeoentomological methods
An opportunistic sampling strategy was
adopted for the archaeoentomological
analyses of the 19th and 20th-century
deposits at Vatnsfjörður. Most sediment
samples were taken from contexts con-
sidered to have good interpretative poten-
tial. These included floor levels (samples
S-504, S-510, S-516), midden deposits
(S-13, S-14, S-17), and samples from lay-
ers interpreted as construction and reno-
vation events (S-520, S-521) in order to
verify if archaeoentomology could yield
useful information regarding such activi-
ties. Specific contexts were also exam-
ined, which included sediments from

beneath a wooden structure located in the
northwest corner of the cellar 7503 (S-
505), and samples S-511, S-512 and S-
513, taken from different ash lenses
deposited on the floor of the same cellar.

Figure 4 shows the locations of the
archaeoentomological samples collected
in 2007 and 2008 from the late 19th- early
20th-century house on the farm mound
and table 1 provides associated context
details. Most samples were bulk sediment
samples between three and a half and four
litres in volume. The separation of the
insect remains from the archaeological
sediment was facilitated by the use of
paraffin or kerosene flotation (see P.I.
Buckland 2000, 18-19; Elias 1994, 32-33).
The recovered insect remains were
observed using a low magnification binoc-
ular microscope. All the identifiable beetle
(Order Coleoptera), true bug (Order
Hemiptera), lice (Order Phtiraptera) and
flea (Order Siphonaptera) parts were iden-
tified based on anatomical comparisons
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with modern insects, as well as by refer-
ence to published literature and taxonomic
keys. The study samples were grouped
into five different analytical contexts (A-
E), each of which represents a single

archaeological event, interpreted as, for
example, the use of a room, or a levelling
layer (Table 1). The decision to group the
samples in this manner was made once the
archaeoentomological analyses were com-
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pleted, and after ascertaining that the dif-
ferences between beetle assemblages from
samples taken in deposits associated with
the same archaeological event were negli-
gible. Identifiable insect parts, such as
heads, pronota and elytra (wings cases) of
beetles and true bugs; heads and abdomens
of fleas and lice, and puparia of sheep keds,
were identified and counted. The mini-
mum number of individuals for each taxon
was then calculated using the body part
encountered the most frequently.

Results: General characteristics
of the insect assemblages
A total of 2694 individual insects were
identified from context A-E, which are
listed in Table 2. In order to facilitate
comparisons between contexts and sites,
both the total counts per context and per
litre of archaeological sediment
processed are provided. The taxonomical
order of beetles used follows the Íslenskt
skordýratal or List of Beetles from
Iceland (Ólafsson 1991).

The insect remains present in
Vatnsfjörður’s deposits were likely pre-
served by anoxic waterlogging, even
though these were not saturated with
water. Anoxic waterlogging can be
defined as a set of conditions ‘restricting
biological activity through unavailability
of some compounds and the toxic effect of
others’ (Kenward 2009, 84). It is likely
that anoxic conditions occurred in these
deposits due to the accumulation of ‘self-
preserving’ organic matter. It seems that
large concentrations of organic matter
maintain a high water content, which
inhibits decomposition (Hall & Kenward
1990, 389). The preservation was general-

ly excellent in most samples, except those
grouped into context D (S-13-14-17) and
(although to a lesser extent) in context B,
for which a higher degree of fragmenta-
tion and the presence of thin and brittle
insect parts were noted. One possible
explanation for context D is that deposits
that were situated in sediments closer to
the topsoil were better drained and aerat-
ed, which affected the preservation of
insect fragments. Deeper levels from this
context were better preserved. It is also
worth mention that context C generated by
far the largest of the five archaeoentomo-
logical assemblages, with 229.47 counts
per litres of sediments, while each of the
four other contexts yielded less than 50
individuals per litres. It is unlikely that this
is due to differential preservation condi-
tions, but rather is the result of longer and
constant use of the room, which is dis-
cussed later in the paper.

Differential preservation of species
might have occurred in some of the
deposits. Soft-bodied arthropods such as
human lice (Pediculus humanus) might
have decayed where more sclerotized bee-
tle and flea parts survived. Nevertheless,
there is no evidence that remains of fleas
and smaller beetles are missing from the
archaeoentomological assemblages.

Results: Ecological groups
This study utilizes ecological groupings
to facilitate the interpretation of the
archaeoentomological assemblages. This
method was first used in the 1970s to
analyze substantial insect assemblages
from the site of York in the United
Kingdom (Kenward 1976; Kenward &
Hall 1997). Essentially, it involves
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grouping together the taxa which repre-
sent similar environments or conditions,
or the species that suggest the presence of
particular materials. In order to create
these categories, the range of habitats of
all the identified insects was compiled
using several sources (e.g. Böcher 1988;
Buckland & Buckland 2006; Gudleifsson
2005; Hubbard 1968; Larsson & Gígja
1959; Lloyd 2002). By compiling the
habitat ranges of all taxa, as well as the
known preferred habitat of some species,
it was possible to divide the archaeoento-
mological data from Vatnsfjörður into six
different ecological groupings. These
include the ectoparasites, fauna associat-
ed with organic matter, outdoor fauna,
pests of stored products, dung feeders,
and fauna associated with mouldy hay.

Ectoparasites
Ectoparasites are parasites that live on (not
in) the bodies of their hosts. Specimens
from two insect orders were recovered
from the samples from Vatnsfjörður;
Phthiraptera (lice) and Siphonaptera
(fleas). Only four individuals of Pediculus
humanus (human louse) were found in the
early modern contexts at Vatnsfjörður.
This ectoparasite feeds on human blood,
and lives in hair or clothes. It can be used
as an indicator of past hygienic and health
conditions, as it may be a vector of infec-
tious diseases, such as typhus (Borror and
White 1991, 108-109). Fleas were more
numerous than lice (n=167). All flea
species feed on mammal or bird blood and
the identification of fleas is undertaken
using not only characteristics of the head,
but also of the abdomen and bristles
(Borror & White 1991, 308). It is difficult

to identify these in archaeological assem-
blages since these parts are usually disar-
ticulated and/or absent. The fleas from
Vatnsfjörður could not be identified to
species, but the species found in Iceland
include the human flea (Pulex irritans),
the cat flea (Ctenocephalides felis), one
species from the family Hystrichopsyllidae
(rat and mice fleas), and eight species of
the Ceratophyllidae family, which mostly
feeds on the blood of birds and small
rodents (Borror & White 199, 308;
Hubbard 1968). It is important to note that
even if various species of fleas generally
infest specific groups of animals, they are
rarely specific to a single host species
(Hubbard 1968, 61).

Only one species from the order
Diptera (flies) was identified: Melophagus
ovinus, a wingless fly also known as the
sheep ked. It is also an ectoparasite, feed-
ing exclusively on sheep blood, on which
it depends for its whole life cycle. Animals
infested by the sheep ked are susceptible
to contracting secondary infections in the
wounds caused by the bites, which are
both annoying for the infested animals,
and make their skin unsuited for making
good quality hides or leather clothing
(Lloyd 2002, 352-358). This species
seems to have been recently eradicated
from Iceland, as its last known record
dates from 1982 (Erling Ólafsson, person-
al communication, 2010).

Fauna associated with organic
matter
Members of the Staphylinidae family
(rove beetles), which made up 1193 indi-
viduals and dominated this fauna, live in
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all kinds of habitats that contain decaying
organic matter including dung and com-
post. They are often predacious on other
invertebrates or are mycetophagous,
feeding on moss or fungi (Arnett Jr. &
Thomas 2001, 276; Bousquet 1990, 177).
Twenty-eight specimens from the genus
Philonthus were identified. Their habitats
include litter, wet moss, carrion, nests
and middens (Arnett Jr. & Thomas 2001,
393). Quedius mesomelinus is often
found in farm buildings like cellars, sta-
bles, as well as in stores (Campbell et al.
1989, 580; Smetana 1971, 78). In
Iceland, this species is generally synan-
thropic (associated with environments
made by humans) and is often found in
hay, turf and dung (Larsson & Gígja
1959, 90-91). The genus Omalium lives
either in association with humans, in
birds’ nests or in seaweed accumulated
on marine littorals, where they hunt for
prey (Arnett Jr. & Thomas 2001, 337).
Omalium excavatum, also found in the
Vatnsfjörður samples, is the most com-
mon species of this genus in Iceland
(Larsson & Gígja 1959: 64). Both
Lesteva longoelytrata and Tachinus cor-
ticinus prefer wet habitats within and out-
side of buildings (Gudleifsson 2005;
Larsson & Gígja 1959). Specimens from
the subfamily Aleocharinae, which is dif-
ficult to identify below the level of sub-
family, were numerous in these
archaeoentomological assemblages.
These all feed on decaying organic mat-
ter. The genus Stenus consists of special-
ized predator species that feed on
springtails and other arthropods (Arnett
Jr. & Thomas 2001: 381). In Iceland
Stenus lives in cultivated fields, sea

coasts, lakes and river shores, wooden
areas, bogs and old hay (Larsson & Gígja
1959, 75-80).

Members of the genus Cercyon, from
the family Hydrophilidae, are also associ-
ated with organic matter such as manure
and decaying plant material. Some of
them are found near the marine littoral in
Iceland, and are more or less dependent
on the presence of human activity,
notably the herding of large mammals
(Larsson & Gígja 1959, 122-127).

The outdoor fauna
One species of true bug (order
Hemiptera) was identified in the assem-
blage from Vatnsfjörður, and it belongs
to the outdoor fauna. This was Nysius eri-
cae, a species belonging to the family
Lygaeidae. Members of this genus feed
mainly on plant seeds and are able to fly
relatively long distances (Judd &
Hodkinson 1998, 227). In Iceland, this
species prefers sandy and dry environ-
ments (Erling Ólafsson, personal com-
munication, 2009).

Members of the Carabidae family
(ground beetles) may be predators or
scavengers, polyphagous or hygrophilous
(adapted to a damp environment), and
often live in a wide variety of habitats
(Arnett Jr. & Thomas 2001, 35-36).
Nebria rufescens is distributed through-
out the whole of Iceland, in diverse habi-
tats, except very wet soils and in
mountainous heaths (Larsson & Gígja
1959, 14-15). Notiophilus aquaticus,
Calathus melanocephalus and Amara
quenseli were also present. In Iceland,
they are found in relatively dry biotopes,
preferring open environments with sparse
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vegetation (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 14-18
& 32-42). Patrobus septentrionis prefers
wet grasslands and is abundant in culti-
vated fields in Iceland, even if it is not
truly synanthropic (Larsson & Gígja
1959, 29), while Trichocellus cognatus is
a predator that occurs in hayfields and
pastures (Gudleifsson 2005). Its pre-
ferred habitat seems to be both dry and
damp soils covered with sparse vegeta-
tion (Böcher 1988, 14).

Twelve diving beetles from the family
Dysticidae were identified. Amongst them
were eleven Hydroporus nigrita (Fig. 5),
which are found in varied types of
stagnant and shallow waters in Iceland
(Larsson & Gígja 1959, 48-50).

Two species of the rove beetles
identified at Vatnsfjörður belong in this
group. Omalium riparium is always
found on salt water coasts in seaweed or
carrion (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 61),
while Acidota crenata, is found in
moderately wet fields and grasslands in
Iceland (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 70-71).

The only species belonging to the
Byrrhidae family in this assemblage is

Byrrhus fasciatus, a moss-feeder able to
fly (Larson & Gígja 1959, 158). In
Greenland, this species can be found on
dry soils or river banks, in grasslands,
heaths and even on snow (Böcher 1988,
47). In Iceland, this species appears to
prefer living in mosses, in stony and/or
grassy areas (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 158).

Ladybirds (family Coccinellidae) are
normally associated with plants on which
they hunt their prey (Arnett Jr. et al. 2002,
372). Nephus limonii, in this assemblage,
feeds on aphids and mites. In Greenland, it
is often found in association with a variety
of plant communities including birch and
hygrophilous vegetation and in dry heaths,
while in Iceland it prefers dry grasslands,
heaths and river banks (Böcher 1988,
51-52).

Members of the family Curculionidae,
commonly known as weevils, are
polyphagous beetles easily recognizable
by their elongated snouts. Three species,
Otiorhynchus arcticus, O. nodosus, and
Tropiphorus obtusus, were identified in
the Vatnsfjörður samples. O. arcticus is
found mostly in cultivated fields and
grasslands, near lakes, streams or hot
springs, but also in heaths, where it is
associated with luxurious vegetation
(Larsson & Gígja 1959, 187-190). O.
nodosus and T. obtusus live in similar
habitats, but generally prefer wetter
conditions, and are therefore less likely to
be found in heath environments (Larsson
& Gígja 1959, 191-199).

The pests of stored products
Members of the families Anobiidae and
Curculionidae identified at Vatnsfjörður
include species found in stored products.
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Figure 5. Head, pronotum and elytra of
Hydroporus nigrita found in S-505.
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Cellar samples yielded as many as 385
individuals of the species Tipnus unicol-
or (Fig. 6). In Iceland, this species is pri-
marily a synanthrope, but it is rather rare
in modern contexts and is generally
found in ancient buildings (Erling Ólafs-
son, personal communication, 2008). It
seems to prefer drier conditions provided
by human habitats rather than barns,
byres or sheds, even though it can also be
encountered there (Buckland et al. 1991,
139). It also favours cooler temperatures
than other spider beetles species to com-
plete its development, i.e. between 17.5
and 20°C. (Howe 1955). The adults feed
on flour, bread, cereals, dead insects and
dung from small rodents and humans.
Elsewhere in Europe, T. unicolor is also
present in buildings, especially in mouldy
and damp situations though not in obvi-
ously wet or rotten material (O’Farrell &
Butler 1948, 361), while its larva are
often found in bird and rodent excre-
ments or in damp and decaying vegeta-
tion, including wood (Howe 1955;
Larsson & Gígja 1959, 165-167). Only
one Ptinus tectus was found (fig.6).
According to Larsson & Gígja (1959,
169), this species is likely to be found in
dried fish and mutton in Iceland, though
it can also feed on other vegetal and ani-
mal matter. In Canada it has also been
taken on poultry and bran (Campbell et
al. 1989, 332-334), while in Greenland, it
has been discovered inside leather goods
in stores and stables (Böcher 1988, 49).

Sitophilus oryzae or the rice weevil is
an important pest of grain stores, capable
of causing serious damage to wheat, rice,
corn, rye, barley, buckwheat, sorghum and
other cereals and their by-products

(Bousquet 1990, 100-101; Campbell et al.
1989, 227). As this species originates from
subtropical regions, it requires tempera-
tures higher than 10˚C to complete its life
cycle, while 25-33˚C represents the opti-
mal range of temperatures (Nakakita &
Ikenaga 1997). For this reason, in Iceland
the species lives in stored grains and is
therefore exclusively synanthropic.

The dung feeders
The family Scarabaeidae is represented
by four specimens of Aphodius lappon-
um, a common dung beetle in Iceland,
which feeds on the dung of large mam-
mals. As Iceland lacks an indigenous
large land mammal fauna, it is associated
with the dung of domesticated animals in
stables and cultivated fields. It has been
found in human excrement, but since it
seems to prefer dung with abundant
fibrous material (Osborne 1983, 459), it
is unknown whether this species can
breed in human or other non-herbivorous
mammals, such as dogs and cats (Larsson
& Gígja 1959, 128).

One single individual of the species
Creophillus maxillosus was found in cel-
lar 7503. This rove beetle normally lives
in carrion where it feeds on maggots, bee-
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Figure 6. Left: head and pronotum of Ptinus
tectus, right: head and pronotum of Tipnus
unicolor. Found in S-510.
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tle and fly larvae, and also on meat
(Arnett Jr. & Thomas 2001, 393;
Campbell et al. 1989, 380). In Iceland, it
is often found in the dung of large mam-
mals (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 89).

The fauna associated with mouldy
hay
Three families contain species that may
be found in mouldy hay. Xylodromus is a
genus of the family Staphylinidae. In
Iceland members of this genus are synan-
thropic and are found in stables, cellars,
and food stores. They may also be found
in cultivated fields, but are particularly
common in decaying hay (Larsson &
Gígja 1959, 66).

Members of the Cryptophagidae fami-
ly (Fig. 7) feed on fungi, spores and
moulds, which are also often damp settings
(Arnett Jr. et al. 2002, 339; Campbell et al.
1989, 147). Cryptophagus distenguendus
and C. Pilosus are commonly taken in
stores (Woodroffe & Coombs 1961, 192),
and in Iceland they are mostly found in
accumulations of old decaying hay in sta-
bles and sheep barns (Larsson & Gígja

1959, 134-137). C. scanicus is also associ-
ated with hay, but is often found in fields
(Larsson & Gígja 1959, 136), while most
Atomaria species in Iceland live in build-
ings (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 138-142).

Taxa belonging to the Lathridiidae
family feed on fungi and spores, in stored
products, and indicate damp conditions
(Bousquet 1990, 129). In Iceland, species
from the genera Lathridius and Corticaria
are exclusively synanthropic, but they
have also been known to fly to adjacent
fields (Larsson & Gígja 1959, 144).

Results: Contextual
interpretations
Analysis of archaeoentomological
assemblages from five different contexts
dating from the late 19th to the mid-20th
century at Vatnsfjörður permitted the
reconstruction of environmental condi-
tions, storage activities, refuse disposal,
and the maintenance of floors inside the
building. The sanitary conditions in the
building were also evaluated, as well as
some elements of Vatnsfjörður’s sur-
rounding environment.
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Figure 7. Heads and pronota of Cryptophagus distinguendus (left), C. pilosus (center), and C.
scanicus (right). Found in S-510.
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Context A: Floor 7531
Sample S-516 was taken from floor
deposit 7531 (Table 1), a context thought
to represent the use of the last turf build-
ing of Vatnsfjörður after it was no longer
occupied as a residence in 1906. The
deposit was composed of wet organic
sediment with charcoal and hay remains.
The presence of a few burnt bone frag-
ments, birch twigs and carbonized seeds
were also noted.

Figure 8 shows that insects generally
associated with decaying hay clearly
dominate this assemblage, forming
almost 65% of it. Thus, it is tempting to
suggest that the formation of the archaeo-
logical deposit 7531 results from hay
storage activities. Moreover, the presence
of beetles associated with organic matter,
along with several species indicative of
outdoor environments, support this
hypothesis. After having conducted
experimental work on beetles from vari-

ous types of floors and roofs from aban-
doned buildings in the United Kingdom,
Smith (1996 & 1998) points out that hay,
thatch and turf interpretations based on
preserved insect remains must be treated
with caution, “because the majority of the
species present are indicative of a specif-
ic type of micro-habitat or biotype rather
than the materials in which they occur”
(Smith 1996, 173). There is no way to be
entirely certain that the beetles found in
this context are from stored hay or from
grass in decaying turf or other building
materials. However, work done by
Dugmore (1981) on Coleoptera from
southern Iceland demonstrated that
Xylodromus, Corticaria, Atomaria,
Lathridius and Cryptophagus species are
more likely to be associated with stored
hay than with any other organic material
in Iceland. Moreover, the presence of
other decomposers from the
Staphylinidae family can also be linked
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Figure 8. Distribution of insects from Context A according to their ecological preferences.
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with hay storage. These species prolifer-
ate in organic matter and are very likely
to have colonized the sediments that were
just under the stored hay. This warm
environmental setting likely favoured the
accumulation of decomposing debris.
The high numbers of lathridiids also sug-
gest a moist environment.

Sample S-516 also contained one
human louse and 13 fleas. Since these
were present in limited quantities, it is
possible that they were the result of acci-
dental transport. Another possibility is
that the fleas were feeding on the blood
of small rodents, cats, or dogs that may
have been present in the hay store.
Disposal of domestic wastes is also sug-
gested by the presence of burnt bone
fragments and charcoal in the sediment.

Context B: Floor 7512
The floor deposit 7512 overlay floor
7531. It was composed of compact turf

mixed with silt and birch twigs. During
its excavation, it was interpreted as being
the remains of smithy activities, due to
the significant accumulations of charcoal
and slag in the deposit’s matrix.

The archaeoentomological assem-
blage from this context (sample S-504)
includes ectoparasites, insects associated
with mouldy hay, with organic matter,
and outdoor insects (Fig. 9). Even though
this archaeoentomological assemblage
does not suggest a particular function for
the room at the time of floor 7512’s for-
mation, they do indicate the presence of
organic matter. If this floor layer was cre-
ated simultaneously with blacksmithing
activities, it is possible that the organic
signal provided by the beetles represent
the presence of fuel materials. Peat, dung
and wood were used in Iceland as fuel
since the time of settlement (Simpson et
al. 2003). The diving beetle Hydroporus
nigrita in this sample further suggests
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Figure 9. Distribution of insects from Context B according to their ecological preferences.
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that peat was present during the forma-
tion of the floor layer 7512.

Context C: Cellar 7503
The cellar (7503) (Fig. 10) was used as
part of the 1884-1906 turf dwelling house
and it may have been in use after this date
even though only one floor layer was
found in the room. The matrix of this
floor deposit, from which samples S-505
and S-510 were taken, was primarily
composed of organic matter, including
both vegetal (carbonized and unburned
seeds, leaf parts, hay remains, wood

chips and twigs) and animal (bones, fish
scales, hair, feathers, eggshell fragments)
matter, as well as a few mortar and char-
coal fragments and slag. Samples S-511,
512 and 513 were taken from patches that
were the result of peat and wood ash
deposits. This context produced a very
substantial and diverse archaeoentomo-
logical assemblage (Fig. 11 and Table 2).

The cellar is the only context for which
the pests of stored products form as much
as 20% of the assemblage (Fig. 12). This
includes a large number of the spider bee-
tles Tipnus unicolor and Ptinus tectus.

VÉRONIQUE FORBES, ALLISON BAIN, GUÐRÚN ALDA GÍSLADÓTTIR AND KAREN B. MILEK

98

Figure 10. Cellar 7503, after the removal of fill 7504. The pavement (7515), the central floor
(7525) and on the top left of the picture (corresponding to the NW corner of the room) the wooden
structure (7533) are visible (Picture from Ævarsson & Gísladóttir 2008, 74).
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Their presence, along with the interpreta-
tion of the deposit as an unconsolidated
floor (7525) on top of which shelves may
have been placed to elevate stored goods
to avoid decay (Ævarsson & Gísladottir
2008, 73), confirms the cellar was used for
storage. The insect associated with
mouldy hay and with organic matter could
have arrived in the cellar along with hay or
peat, and some might also have derived
from turf as building material. Once again,
the presence of a few water beetles
(Hydroporus nigrita), does suggest the
presence of the latter in the room.
Environmental conditions in this room, as
in most cellars, were probably rather cool
and damp, as suggested by the presence of
numerous Tipnus unicolor as well as
Cryptophagus and Lathridius species.
Thus, it is most likely that the goods stored
here were not cereals, as grain stores
require drier conditions. Furthermore,
Creophilus maxillosus and Omalium

riparium, which were also in this assem-
blage, are often found on carrion. Their
presence along with fleas (Siphonaptera
indet.), as well as numerous types of ani-
mal remains observed in the matrix of the
sample, suggests that animal products
were stored in this room.

Some of the insect taxa can give indi-
cations about the nature of these animal
products. The two most plausible expla-
nations for the presence of a high number
of fleas in the cellar is that they were
either infesting the animals from which
the stored products were obtained, which
may have been animal skins, puffin car-
casses or eider down; or they were para-
sitizing rodents living in the cellar. It is
not clear yet whether the simultaneous
presence of numerous fleas and spider
beetles indicates a specific activity area
or material since the fleas were not iden-
tified to species. However, the lead
author has observed the presence of a
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Figure 11. Distribution of insects from Context C according to their ecological preferences.
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very high number of fleas in buildings
where eider down was being dried and/or
stored in the present day at Vatnsfjörður
and Æðey (also located in the
Westfjords). Furthermore, the presence
of Ptinus tectus indicates that it is also
possible that the inhabitants of
Vatnsfjörður used this room to store dried
or salted fish, smoked puffin meat or
mutton (see Larsson & Gígja 1959, 168-
169). Fish hooks were also found in the
deposit, suggesting the storage of fishing
equipment. The presence of ten sheep
keds also indicates that sheep skins were
amongst the stored products or that wool
processing was carried out in the cellar or
in its vicinity.

Specimens of T. unicolor have been
found in other early modern floors and
midden deposits at the Icelandic sites of
Bessastaðir (Amorosi et al. 1992, 181),
Nesstofa (Amorosi et al. 1994, 74),

Reykholt (Buckland et al. 1992), and
Skálholt (Konraðsdóttir 2006), though
never in such abundance. It has been
recorded, sometimes in high numbers, in
British sites (e.g. Hall et al. 1980;
Kenward et al. 1995), where it is consid-
ered to be a typical component of the
fauna found in house floor deposits, and a
good indicator of long-lived buildings
because of its poor dispersing capacities
(Kenward 2009, 308-310). Thus, the pres-
ence of many specimens of this spider
beetle in occupation deposits from the cel-
lar, as well as the absence of stratigraphic
divisions within the floor layer, might be
the result of a rather long and continuous
occupation. As stated earlier, the cellar
was in use as part of the 1884-1906 house
and probably after this date, as suggested
by the results of the site excavation
(Ævarsson & Gísladóttir 2008) and docu-
mentary evidence (Þorsteinsson 2006).
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A single specimen of the rice weevil
(Sitophilus oryzae) has also been found
from sample S-510, collected from the
floor layer (7525). As previously stated,
this species is a serious pest of stored
grain which requires specific environ-
mental parameters for survival and is an
obligate synanthrope in Iceland. Even
though only one rice weevil has been
identified, it is unlikely that its presence
is accidental. This species only repro-
duces in granary stores, and the specimen
found at Vatnsfjörður probably arrived at
the site with imported cereals brought in
from Europe. In the early 20th century
there was an increase in commercial trade
in the country, as Icelanders exchanged
more and more dried fish and mutton for
other European products including cere-
als that require more continental growing
conditions (Gjerset 1924, 361; Karlsson
2000a, 227; Vasey 1996, 155).

It is worth mention that the earliest

find of Sitophilus oryzae published in
Larsson & Gígja’s volume about Icelandic
Coleoptera dates from 1939 (Larsson &
Gígja 1959: 204), while all published ear-
lier finds from archaeological sites are not
of S. oryzae but of S. granarius (e.g.
Amorosi et al. 1992; Buckland et al. 1992;
Konráðsdóttir 2007; Perry et al. 1985). It
is thus possible that the specimen found at
Vatnsfjörður represents the earliest record
of the species in Iceland.

Context D: “Midden Room”8562
Room 8562 of the turf dwelling was
labelled the “midden room” as it was
filled with waste deposits (Table 1).
These deposits date to 1884 and 1906,
when the last turf house was still used as
a dwelling (Ævarsson & Gísladóttir
2009, 84). Preliminary zooarchaeological
analyses from context 8566 identified the
bones of fish, cattle, caprines, horses,
seals and birds (Dupont-Hébert 2009).
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The archaeoentomological samples
examined were composed of mixed turf
debris and silt with peat ash (context
8554), turf debris and wood ash (context
8566), and peat ash mixed with turf
debris (contexts 8583). The heavy frac-
tions from all three samples contained
important numbers of animal bones as
well as some charcoal fragments.

The archaeoentomological assem-
blage from this room (samples S-13, 14,
and 17, Table 2) is clearly dominated by
species living in mouldy hay and decom-
posing organic matter (Fig. 13). This sug-
gests that old hay and unusable turf was
dumped in this room. The dung beetle
Aphodius lapponum was possibly trans-
ported along with the hay and turf col-
lected from grazed fields, or may simply
have flown into the building. Not surpris-
ingly, many staphylinid beetles were
recovered from these midden samples,
which included large quantities of animal

bones and decomposing organic matter.
The presence of a few sheep keds in this
assemblage suggests that the wastes
thrown into the room included residues
resulting from wool processing.

Very few insects from this assemblage
represent the outdoor environment; these
include two true bugs belonging to Nysius
ericae, one Notiophilus ground beetle, six
weevils (Otiorhynchus arcticus and O.
nodosus), and one rove beetle, Acidota
crenata. It is not likely that the low
number of outdoor species is due to
differential preservation, since most
outdoor specimens are robust and highly
sclerotized, in comparison with the more
minute beetles typically associated with
mouldy hay. The near absence of outdoor
specimens thus suggests that the room
was not easily accessible to the out of
doors, and it is likely that the roof and
walls were still intact when the refuse was
deposited there.
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Context E: Corridor Levelling
Layer 7542
Context 7542 was interpreted as a level-
ling layer for the floor of the building’s
corridor. This deposit was made of turf
and contained a few inclusions of brick
fragments, charcoal, coal, wood, slag and
glass. The archaeoentomological assem-
blage yielded 203 individuals, including
198 beetles and five ectoparasites (Table
2). As this deposit was primarily com-
posed of turf debris, the presence of bee-
tles associated with organic matter and
mouldy hay is not surprising (Fig. 14).
The turf used to level this area may have
been collected near stagnant water, as
suggested by the presence of three speci-
mens of Hydroporus nigrita, a species
strictly associated with aquatic environ-
ments. The presence of the fauna associ-
ated with outdoor environments may be
the result of accidental transport as the
site’s occupants entered the building, or
they may have been transported with the
material used to level the floor. The three
human lice, two sheep keds and six
Tipnus unicolor may also be the fortu-
itous result of people using the corridor.

Sanitary conditions at 20th century
Vatnsfjörður
Ectoparasites and other insects suggest
the level of personal hygiene of the
inhabitants of a site and allude to the gen-
eral sanitary conditions within dwellings.
Only one parasitic species exclusively
associated with humans could be identi-
fied: the human louse (Pediculus
humanus). In all, only four specimens
were found, three in the corridor levelling
layer (context E) and one in floor 7531

(context A). Their presence indicates that
the people who lived at Vatnsfjörður in
the early 20th century had lice, but any
further interpretations based on such low
numbers would be mere speculation.

Rove or staphylinid beetles were iden-
tified in every one of these archaeoento-
mological assemblages, suggesting the
presence of organic matter inside the
building. At least part of this organic mat-
ter would have been brought in with turf
used as building material. Some of the
rove beetles, pests of stored products
(Tipnus unicolor and Ptinus tectus), and
mycetophagous beetles living in old hay
(Lathridiidae and Cryptophagidae), are
also indicators of damp storage conditions
(Arnett Jr. et al. 2002, 339; Bousquet
1990, 129 -156; Campbell et al. 1989,
147-326). Furthermore, if the fleas found
in deposits associated with the cellar 7503
were associated with rodents feeding on
stored products, this would imply that the
site’s inhabitants suffered from stores
infested with multiple types of vermin!
This hypothesis remains speculative as the
fleas could not be identified to the species
level. These fleas may have been bird fleas
from eider down or puffin carcasses.

Vatnsfjörður’s local environment in
the late 19th & early 20th century
Insects associated with outdoor environ-
ments, yet found in cultural deposits, can
be considered the “background fauna”, as
defined by Kenward (1975; 1976). Some
of these insects are likely to have been
brought on the site along with hay, turf and
peat. But as these resources were available
in Vatnsförður and its surroundings, the
outdoor component of the assemblages
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can allow for some reconstruction of the
local landscape. Half of the outdoor fauna
found in the archaeological contexts are
associated with grassy fields. The pres-
ence of Patrobus septentrionis, a common
species in wet meadows (Larsson & Gígja
1959, 29), and of beetles preferring drier
soils, such as Notiophilus aquaticus,
Amara quenseli, Trichocellus cognatus
and Byrrhus fasciatus, indicate a local
environment that included the dry heaths
and wet meadows that continue to charac-
terize the landscape of Vatnsfjörður today.
The abundant Calathus melanocephalus,
an indicator of unimproved pastures and
unmanaged land in Iceland (Gudleifsson
2005), suggests that the grassland around
Vatnsfjörður in the late 19th and early
20th century was probably unfertilized
and poorly drained. At the same time,
members of the Dysticidae or water bee-
tles suggest the close proximity of ponds,
lakes, bogs or other stagnant waters. This
reconstruction of Vatnsfjörður’s surround-
ing environment in the 19th and early 20th
century is similar to its current setting.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the analysis of insect
remains from late 19th and early 20th
century archaeological deposits at
Vatnsfjörður has generated new informa-
tion pertaining to the occupants’ daily
life, contributing to the interpretation of
domestic activities and living conditions
on the site.

The entomological analysis con-
firmed the use of some rooms, such as the
appropriately named “midden room”,
which was used to dispose of refuse by
the occupants of the 1884-1906 dwelling

house. After the abandonment of the
dwelling in 1906, one of the rooms was
used as a hay store, and then subsequent-
ly as a smithy. It is possible that this
room, as well as the cellar, had multiple
functions and the presence of insects
associated with dung and food products
further supports this idea. It also appears
that in the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ry, the inhabitants of Vatnsfjörður used
this cellar to store animal products which
very likely included eider down, and per-
haps dried fish, mutton and/or puffins.
The identification of Sitophilus oryzae, a
granary weevil, also suggests the inhabi-
tants were storing cereals. As the
Icelandic climate is too cool for this
insect to survive outside grain stores, and
barley could not have been cultivated in
the Westfjords, the presence of this grain
pest is evidence that the inhabitants of the
site were able to purchase imported cere-
als, which would have been available
from the Danish merchants based in near-
by Ísafjörður.

The presence of the occasional human
louse (Pediculus humanus), and of a
large number of insects associated with
decaying organic matter in the occupa-
tion deposits, indicates that sanitary con-
ditions were rather poor in the late 19th
and early 20th century. Nevertheless, it is
important to stress that the sanitation
standards of that time were different from
those of the present day and that sanitary
conditions at Vatnsfjörður do not appear
have been worse than elsewhere in the
country. Some pests of stored products,
beetles associated with mouldy hay, and
a relatively large number of fleas, further
suggest that the storage conditions in the
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hay store and the cellar, were also rather
poor. Finally, it was possible to recon-
struct some details of the local landscape.
The insect evidence suggests that in the
last century the environment of the site
was dominated by grasslands and wet
meadows, not unlike its current setting.

On the whole, it seems that the inhab-
itants of Vatnsfjörður had rather good liv-
ing standards in the late 19th and early
20th century. In 1906, they abandoned the
last turf dwelling house to live in a newly
built timber house, while new material
and building techniques seem to have
gained popularity in other rural areas of
Iceland around 15 years later (Jónsson &
Dýrmundsson 2000, 305). The insect evi-
dence along with archaeological finds
also suggests that the inhabitants of the
site have been able to purchase more than
basic necessities. Artefacts recovered
from Vatnsfjörður’s 19th and 20th centu-
ry deposits include wine bottles, medicine
vials, tobacco pipes and Chinese porce-
lain (Lucas 2009), indicating that
Vatnsfjörður’s occupants were able to
purchase not only grain but also tobacco,
alcohol and other “high status“ commodi-
ties. Preliminary results of the zooarchae-
ological analysis suggest a mixed
economy, with a wide use of the resources
from the land and the sea (Dupont-Hébert
2009). The fish, meat and eider down
available in the local environment may
have been used not only for on-site con-
sumption, but also as trading products.
Although Vatnsfjörður seems to have
benefited from the economic growth and
increase in foreign trade in Iceland in the
late 19th and early 20th century, the sani-
tary conditions in the turf house were not

better than elsewhere in the country.
According to the insect analysis, the
house was damp and storage conditions
were poor, more closely fitting with
descriptions of Jónasson (1961) than
Karlsson (2000b). Future work, including
the examination of archaeological con-
texts of living quarters dating from the
early 19th century, will potentially allow
an appreciation of change in sanitation
over time and indicate whether
Vatnsfjörður’s occupants followed the
recommendations and laws that were pub-
lished from the late 19th century.
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