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Introduction 
 
The farm mound at Stóraborg in Eyjafjallasveit, on the south coast of Iceland, was 
excavated by the National Museum of Iceland between 1978 and 1990 under the 
direction of Mjöll Snæsdóttir, in advance of its destruction by marine erosion 
(Snæsdóttir 1990; Snæsdóttir & Tómasson 1991).  Borg is not an uncommon element 
in Icelandic place names, and describes a mountain, hill or cliff, large or small, or 
generally something that ‘stands up’ compared with the surroundings.  The farm, 
along with several others in the region, was situated on one of a number of stabilised 
sand dunes, which rise above the gently sloping coastal plain, across which the several 
rivers draining from Eyjafjöll to the north have laid down extensive deposits of coarse 
sands and gravels. The plain, now largely improved and made over to grazing and hay 
production, is backed by the former Early Holocene marine cliff line of Eyjafjöll.  The 
mountains rise abruptly to the north, and are crowned by the icecap of Eyjafjallajökull 
at 1650m a.s.l., beneath which lies a volcano, which has erupted several times during 
the historical period.  The various rivers have repeatedly changed their courses, 
leading to the abandonment and reoccupation of several farm sites (Sveinbjarnardóttir 
et al. 1981; Haraldsson 1981; Sveinbjarnardóttir 1982).  A number of farms in the 
area, including Miđbæli, Fornusandar, and Stóraborg  (fig. 1),  have  been  relocated  
when   

 

  
Fig. 1. Stóraborg location map 

 
erosion or wind blown sand made their original sites uninhabitable.  The final site of 
Miđbæli, immediately west of Stóraborg, had probably only been inhabited for a few 
decades, since around 1860 before being deserted, and an older site had been 
destroyed to the south by marine erosion (Tómasson 1965, 141-143).  Several other 
eroding sites have been noted in the region, and a survey of sites in Eyjafjallasveit 
found that coastal erosion has caused a distinct movement of settlement away from 
the shoreline (Sveinbjarnardóttir 1992).  The early eighteenth century farm survey 



refers to blown sand spoiling the hayfield at Stóraborg (Magnússon & Vídalin 1913, 
45), although the area immediately south of the farm mound was still being used for 
haymaking as late as the turn of the twentieth century.  The erosion of the farm’s land, 
however, has been going on for a long time, and by the nineteenth century the sea had 
reached the mound. 
  
The present farm at Stóraborg is situated a little less than 1 km from the old farm 
mound, from whence it was moved ca. 1840.  The settlement on the older site may 
have begun in the twelfth or thirteenth century, and it is first referred to as ‘Borg’ in a 
cartulary of 1332.  The abandoned mound has been eroding since at least 1900, but 
changes in the courses of two nearby rivers (Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 1981) around 
1950 probably speeded up the processes of erosion, and these led to archaeological 
finds being picked up along the shore and in erosion scars.  Several hundred items 
have been collected by Þórđur Tómasson, the curator of the museum at Skógar, by the 
farmer at Stóraborg and undoubtedly by other visitors.  It had for a long time been 
obvious that the Stóraborg mound was threatened by the action of the sea, and 
Tómasson had drawn attention to the site as early as 1970.  During the autumn of 
1972, the sea uncovered a churchyard on the south-east slope of the mound.  The 
outer walls of the churchyard were largely of turf and the number of graves then 
visible was a little over seventy.  In the autumn of 1975, a group of postholes were 
observed in the middle of the churchyard.  These were interpreted as being the 
remains of a church, or rather churches, which had stood in the middle of the 
churchyard (Águstsson 1988, 41-42).  This church is known from documentary 
evidence, and the archaeological evidence indicates that the first church at Stóraborg 
might be as old as ca. 1200; the latest seems to have been in use until ca. 1700 
(Tómasson 1970, 456-461). 
 
The Excavations 
 
In the winter of 1977-8, the National Museum of Iceland decided that the site should 
be excavated before it was completely destroyed by the sea.  As funding was limited, 
the work had to be adapted accordingly.  The excavation team was small and the area 
of the mound was divided into sections.  Each section was dug down to the natural 
before starting on the next.  This has caused serious problems in the writing up of the 
results, as correlation between each tranche was often tenuous, but it is difficult to see 
how it could have been done otherwise.   
 
Beneath most sections lay a series of tephra deposits, two of which were very similar 
hard, black ashes, which probably emanated from Katla in the eastern part of 
Mýrdalsjökull, about 35 km to the north-east of the site (Larsen 1996), during the late 
pre-Landnám period.  Over and between the tephra horizons were layers of light 
brown fine-grained aeolian sediment.  The tephra formed the upper part of a dune, on 
which the farm had been constructed, and this overlay hard packed fluviatile sands 
and gravels. 



 
 

Fig. 2.  The farm mound at Stóraborg during excavation, 1984, showing the black 
organic deposits which compose much of the mound 

 
The archaeological deposits on the mound reached a maximum thickness of about 2.5 
m, and were composed largely of the debris of the various phases of turf and stone 
building often intimately mixed with midden material (fig. 2).  To the south of the 
building complex, the structural remains gave way to midden material, debris from 
the clearing of structures, and this also included much structural turf debris.  The turf 
walls of the rooms (hús) were relatively thick, up to 2m across the base, and these and 
their demolition debris make up the bulk of the mound.  The main layers, which make 
up the mound, can be seen in the profiles (fig. 3), greyish silts and tephra in the turves 
of the walls and over floors, where the walls have collapsed.  The structural turves are 
often multicoloured as a result of iron redistribution through the profile, and tephra 
layers are also apparent in the less disturbed areas of the deposits.  Floors usually 
showed as thick stripes of dark organic sediment, usually mixed with charcoal and 
peat ash, mostly pinkish or reddish in colour, from hearths.  In several buildings, the 
floors consisted entirely of peat ash (Hús 25, 51), and this suggests that a layer of ash 
had been laid down on the floor deliberately, providing a soft and dry surface.  Many 
walls were founded upon stone, and it is surprising that these had not been reused to a 
greater extent, since the division wall in Hús 33 for example had particularly massive 
blocks.  In some cases this may be because the surface around the wall footings had 
accumulated to the extent that they were hidden, and it would have been too much 
work to dig them out. 
 
In previous excavations of farm buildings in Iceland, only the insides of houses had 
been examined (e.g. Grof í Öræfi, Gestsson 1959).  There are several reasons for this; 
the thick turf walls are time-consuming to excavate, and when resources are limited it 
is obviously tempting to concentrate on what seem to be the most important areas.  
Also it was sometimes intended to preserve the ruin after investigation, and thus it 
was desirable to leave what was left of the walls standing.  At Stóraborg, the walls 



were also excavated, since other structures lay below them, and as the site would 

 
 

Fig. 3. Stóraborg 1981 : stone footings of wall and herring bone turfwork in section. 
 

inevitably be destroyed by erosion, there was no point in preserving any part of the 
ruins.  It should be pointed out that parts of the site had already been destroyed by 
coastal erosion and this process continued between the excavation seasons; all that 
remained was excavated, and all surviving structures were investigated. 
 
When the farm was moved in c. 1840, the old buildings would have been taken down 
and the materials, stone and wood, reused.  Þórđur Tómasson has recovered decorated 
timbers from a turf building, the eldhús, at the present farm site, and this had probably 
been reused from the earlier site.  He also notes that the mound had been used as a 
source of building stone at least as late as the turn of the twentieth century.  
Outbuildings, especially buildings for housing animals, with their characteristic plans, 
were, as far as could be seen, not present on the mound. During the autumn of 1992, 
however, about two years after the excavation finished, one of the nearby rivers 
uncovered an area of building stone, approximately 19 x 4 m, which may have 
represented an outbuilding.   
 
The traditional Icelandic farm consisted of a number of buildings in a cluster, each 
under a separate roof and connected by passages, and the number of units which made 
up a farm varied greatly (Ólafsson & Ágústsson, n.d.).  The earliest known illustration 
of a farm, dated to the late 16th century, seems to show a complex of nine houses 
(hús), besides outhouses (Águstsson 1987, 281).  At Stóraborg, evidence of rebuilding 
is found throughout the excavated farm complex, and indicates that reconstruction 
occurred at various times in different places, allowing occupation to be continued in 
some structures.  Several theories have been advanced to explain why Icelandic farms 
took on this form. One is the practical one that it allowed for repair and rebuilding in 
‘instalments’, one structure at a time.  To have the use of other buildings was 
important, in that there were no villages, and farms tended to be distant from each 
other.  When a farm complex was rebuilt a room at a time, it led to stability in 



location and conservatism in structure, and building debris tended to accumulate 
leading to the accumulation of a mound.  Changes in size and alignment of buildings 
would have to be kept to a minimum because of the constraints of existing structures.  
Although stone was frequently employed for footings, structures were largely in turf, 
roofed with driftwood overlain by stone slabs and turf.  This method of building 
requires continuous maintenance, and the structures do not last long; frequent repair 
and rebuilding would have been necessary.  Several phases of this are evident in the 
Stóraborg mound, although some of the earliest structures had been extensively 
disturbed by later buildings.  In some buildings up to five phases of partial rebuild 
were evident in individual structures, which continued through several phases of the 
whole complex before being abandoned.  In some cases, structures had been rebuilt to 
a smaller footprint on the same site and earlier floors continued out under the later 
walls.  In the reverse case, of a larger building on the same site, the limits of the 
earlier building are unlikely to have survived, although this is evident in one structure 
at Stóraborg.  The farm structures developed almost like a living organism, with 
structures being rebuilt episodically within the confines of its midden.   
 
The buildings at Stóraborg can be divided into ten phases : 
 
1.  A pit house, 2.3 m by 2 m, with a small fireplace (Hús 36).  Also likely to belong 
to this phase is a turf building of uncertain use, possibly a byre (Hús 54), and another 
small structure, possibly a shed attached to it.  There is no main dwelling house, 
which certainly belongs to this phase, and it has probably been destroyed by later 
buildings.  Unfortunately only the pit house was sampled for palaeoecological 
evaluation. 
 
2.  A long rectangular building, ‘hall’, with stone and turf walls and large postholes.  
No distinct fireplace was preserved, but much peat ash was incorporated in the floor.  
This structure had been erected on top of the pit house (Hús 36), but may have been 
contemporary with a byre (Hús 54). 
 
3.  A 12 + m long rectangular building (Hús 37) was added at right angles to the 
‘hall’.  Another building (Hús 48), more than 3 m long and rectangular was also added 
to the ‘hall’ and communicated with Hús 37 via a passage.  A rectangular turf 
building (Hús 28), probably divided into two, was attached to the gable end of the 
‘Hall’. 
 
4. Hús 33 was divided by a stone wall and it seems that the western end of Hús 33 and 
the attached building Hús 28 went out of use. 
 
5.  Hús 33 was rebuilt as a smaller building, Hús 34, Hús 47 was torn down and 
replaced by Hús 42 and 41; Hús 37 was probably abandoned at the same time. 
 
6.  Three buildings, Hús 24, 25 and 31-2 were built on the western end of the farm 
complex; all of these structures were rebuilt two or three times. 
 
7.  The main east-west buildings were rebuilt in two stages, Hús 41 was rebuilt as Hús 
40, Hús 42 was abandoned, and a c. 6 m long building added to the eastern end. 
 



8.  The main east-west building was again rebuilt, and the three westernmost 
structures abandoned; a couple of smaller houses were added to both ends of the main 
building. 
 
9.  The eastern part of the main building was divided and shortened. 
 
10.  Hús 5, 6, 8 & 10. The main east-west building was rebuilt.  This is the structure 
which was demolished when the farm was moved to a new site ca. 1840; it was poorly 
preserved. 
 
During excavation it was possible to observe several different styles of rebuilding :   
 
1.  A structure could be rebuilt within the same walls without a distinct layer of 
infilling between the younger and the older floor.  This had probably happened when 
the rebuilding had been of a minor character and the size and shape of the structure 
had not changed (e.g. Hús 41). 
2.  A house could be rebuilt on top of an older ruined structure that had been standing 
open and unused for some time, and had hence slowly deteriorated. 
3.  A house could be rebuilt on top of an older one and the walls of it broken down 
into the building and evened out to make a flat surface on which to build (e.g. Hús 17, 
7). 
4.  A house could be rebuilt instead of an older one that had been torn down and more 
or less removed (e.g. Hús 19-20).  In this case, only small fragments of floors and 
walls might survive under or between later buildings. 
5.  A house could be built inside an older one that was partly reused (e.g. Hús 35-17). 
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Fig. 4. Stóraborg: plan ca. 1650 
 

The accumulation of material, both midden and the remains of structures into a 
significant farm mound, has been noted at many sites across the North Atlantic region 
(e.g. Bertelsen 1979; 1985; Bertelsen & Lamb 1993; Buckland et al. 1994), and it has 
been argued that this apparent failure to utilise this resource as manure for the 
hayfields and any small arable plots reflects a net labour deficit on the sites.  In the 
case of Stóraborg, the abundant remains of the preparation debris of stockfish 
(Amorosi et al. 1996; Perdakaris 1996), makes it probable that the men were drawn 
off into the cod fisheries from the late medieval period onwards, and structural and 
occupational materials were left to accumulate on the site, thereby providing the 
material for palaeoecological research.  Such accumulations, however, have 
considerable problems in terms of palaeoecological interpretation.  Structural turves, 
cut from unused and grazed parts of the midden, may incorporate artefactual and 
palaeoecological materials much older than the living surface of the vegetation and 
the fauna of the soil.  Whilst insect remains will be quickly destroyed in aerobic 
conditions, some fragments may be recirculated into the walls of new structures and 
then form part of floor deposits during the decay of the building. A good example of 
this problem is provided by the finds of the false puparia of a cecidomyiid midge, 
?Mayetiola sp., in seventeenth to eighteenth century deposits at Stóraborg.  An 
accidental import from mainland Europe, the scatter of false puparia probably 
represents a solitary event.  Where there is a reasonable, dateable artefactual record, it 
is possible to index the degree of reworking, but, like most sites on the Atlantic 
islands, Stóraborg has produced relatively few closely dated finds, and the degree of 
reincorporation is difficult, if not impossible to assess. 
 
Palaeoenvironmental Sampling 
 
Palaeoecological research in Iceland has a long history.  Sigurður Þórarinsson 
combined tephrochronology with palynology during the archaeological excavations in 
Þjórsárdalur (Thorarinsson 1944), and Sturla Fríðriksson (1958; 1960) examined 
charred barley assemblages with associated weed seeds from Gröf in Öræfi and 



Bergþórshvöll.  Earlier Kai Henrikson had identified beetle (Coleoptera) remains from 
an interglacial peat beneath lava at Elliðaárvogur near Reykjavík (Thorkellsson 1935).  
The development of the broader Holocene landscape has been the subject of detailed 
palynological studies by Þórleifur Einarsson (1961; 1963) and more recently by 
Margrét Hallsdóttir (1982; 1987).  A multidisciplinary approach, integrating plant 
macrofossil studies with those of insect remains, tephrochronology and sedimentology 
was carried out at Ketilsstaðir in Mýrdalur (Buckland et al. 1986), and ditch sections 
at Holt in Eyjafjallasveit provided the basis for further integrated studies (Buckland et 
al. 1991).  Later work at Reykholt (Buckland et al. 1992) provided an opportunity for 
examination of spatial elements in the distribution of insect remains across house 
floors, and this project built extensively upon a preliminary study of two samples 
from Stóraborg, from the floor of a seventeenth century house (Hús 5) and from the 
midden immediately in front of this house (Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 1981).  More 
recent work includes sites at Bessastaðir (Amorosi et al. 1992), Nesstofa (Buckland et 
al. 1994) and on Papey (Buckland et al. 1995).   
 
Sampling at Stóraborg began in 1979 and continued throughout the excavations. 
Material from house floors drains beneath structures and columns through the midden 
was shipped to England for examination, initially at the University of Birmingham 
and later at that of Sheffield.  Sample size was usually approximately three litres, 
although some contexts were sampled several times and these are indicated in the site 
lists by suffixes.  Preservation was variable, and many samples, particularly from the 
midden, lying south of the farm complex, contained few or no insect remains.  Several 
samples consisted of only the heavily chitinised sclerites of the large Coleoptera, 
particularly carabids and weevils, and interpretation was therefore difficult.  A total of 
150 samples were processed, using the now standard technique of sieving over 300 
μm and paraffin (kerosene) flotation, developed by Coope and Osborne (1968).  Of 
these 94 contained insect remains, and these form the basis of this report.  
Identification was carried out using the reference collections of Icelandic and British 
Coleoptera then housed at the University of Sheffield (now at the University of 
Edinburgh), with additional material being made available at Doncaster Museum and 
in the Manchester Museum.  Taxonomy follows Ólafsson (1991), and other European 
sources where appropriate. 
 
Although it was initially intended to examine plant macrofossil evidence from the site, 
as well as the insects, it was not possible to recruit a sufficiently skilled analyst in this 
area and research was restricted to the insect remains, principally the Coleoptera 
(beetles), Diptera (true flies) and ectoparasites.  After the preliminary report on two 
samples taken in 1979 (Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 1981), a further paper was published 
on the unusual assemblage from a drain beneath hús 17 (Buckland & Perry 1989), and 
a significant number of the samples were compared in a statistical study using Clustan 
(Perry et al. 1986).  For this report, the identification of the ectoparasites and 
Coleoptera are the work of Panagiotakopulu and Buckland, with earlier contributions 
by Dave Perry and Jon Sadler, and the Diptera by Skidmore.  The original processing 
only picked out Coleoptera and ectoparasite remains, and the importance of the 
Diptera in site interpretation only became apparent when Skidmore began work on his 
doctoral dissertation (Skidmore 1996), and in consequence only 38 samples, of which 
twelve came from the midden sections of Trenches F and G, were studied for Diptera; 
just how important this material proved to be will be apparent in the following 
discussion. 



 
 

Fig. 5. Stóraborg : insect remains from sample Pre1. 
 
Notes on particular species  
 
The recovery of insect remains by the paraffin (kerosene) flotation method results in 
the disarticulation of the Coleoptera into individual sclerites and identification is 
achieved by careful comparison with complete modern reference material.  Some 
species, however, are not separable on external characters and examination of the 
genital armature (aedeagus) is required.  This is particularly the case with the 
aleocharine staphylinids and the genus Stenus.  In a few cases, abdomena of these 
groups were recovered with the genitalia intact, allowing identification, and these 
have been included in the list.  The cryptophagid genera Cryptophagus and Atomaria 
are similarly intractable and the few identifications of Atomaria (Anchicera) apicalis 
were carried out by the expert in the group, Colin Johnson (pers. comm. 1980) of the 
Manchester Museum; all others have been left at the generic level. 
 
The Diptera present a different set of problems (Panagiotakopulu 2004; Skidmore 
1996).  Many can be identified on wing venation and complete wings were 
occasionally recovered from samples.  The majority of finds, however, consist of 
puparia, the sclerotized outer skin of the final stage larva inside which metamorphosis 
to the adult fly takes place.  Sometimes the resulting imago has failed to emerge and 
all the characters used to identify the adult fly may be preserved inside the puparium.  
Because of this, Skidmore (e.g. 1992) has been able to associate adults with 
previously undescribed puparia from Holocene fossil material, but the levels to which 
identification can be taken vary as to how well researched the group is.   
 
Hydraena britteni Joy 
 
The water beetle Hydraena britteni is only recorded as a late Holocene fossil from 
Iceland, restricted to samples from between Ketilsstaðir in Mýrdalur to the east and 
Holt to the west, and it has been argued that it became extinct as a result of cooling 
during the post-medieval Little Ice Age (Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 1983; Buckland & 



Wagner 2001).  In mainland Europe it is found in or at the edge of freshwater, usually 
in more or less eutrophic, shallow, shaded ponds in moss or leaf litter (Hansen 1986), 
although Merritt (1995) notes that it occurs in peaty fens in the North of England. 
   
Lathridius minutus grp 
 
In the British Isles, Tozer (1973) has shown that what was previously regarded as one 
species, L. minutus L., consists of three closely related species, L. minutus, L. 
pseudominutus Strand and L. anthracinus Mann.  Modern material examined by Tozer 
(pers. comm. 1980) from a now abandoned barn at Bjornskot, west of Holtsós in 
Eyjafjallasveit, showed two species, L. minutus and L. pseudominutus, to be present, 
and the Stóraborg fossil material has therefore been identified as L. minutus group, 
encompassing both species.  Later work on the well preserved material from the site 
of Gården under Sandet in the Norse Western Settlement (Panagiotakopulu et al. in 
prep.) has shown that only L. pseudominutus appears to have reached Greenland, and 
it remains to be seen whether L. minutus is a recent introduction to Iceland. 
 
The grain fauna 
 
Scattered grains of charred barley occur at several horizons in the Stóraborg mound, 
but in the absence of detailed study of associated weed flora it is not possible to 
indicate whether this represents imported or locally grown material.  The associated 
insect fauna however is more definitive.  The saw-toothed grain beetle, Oryzaephilus 
surinamensis, and the grain weevil, Sitophilus granarius, remain two of the most 
cosmopolitan pests of grain stores at the present day, although the latter is not 
included on the current Icelandic checklist (Ólafsson 1992), and only its congener the 
rice weevil, S. oryzae, is noted by Larsson and Gígja (1959).  Both O. surinamensis 
and S. granarius have been previously recorded as fossils in Iceland from the high 
status site of Bessastaðir, and Buckland and others (1992; 2005) have argued that their 
frequency in the medieval midden deposits there reflects the frequent consumption of 
imported grain, the included grain pests having ended up in the midden in human 
faeces (cf. Osborne 1983).  Elsewhere in Iceland, the only medieval record of O. 
surinamensis is from Holt in Eyjafjallasveit (Buckland et al. 1990; Sveinbjarnardóttir 
1983).  At Stóraborg, single individuals of both species were recovered from the 
midden samples (G trench) outside hús 19, which probably belongs to the 16th 
century, and a single S. granarius occurs in a sample from the top of the midden 
(Pre.1) from outside the main door of the 17-18th century house.  Although relatively 
cold hardy, the saw-toothed grain beetle requires temperatures in excess of 20°C to 
maintain breeding populations (Halstead 1993). It is unlikely that there was sufficient 
continuity in both temperature and habitat for the species to have bred effectively in 
the small scale stores of local farmers, and its presence indicates imported grain.  
With the exception of two LBK Neolithic records of the grain weevil from Germany 
(Büchner & Wolf 1997; Schmidt 1998), the grain fauna first appears in northern 
Europe during the Roman period (Buckland 1991), initially a traveller in the baggage 
and munitions trains of the army.  Kenward, discounting his Anglo-Scandinavian 
records as residual from Roman contexts (Kenward & Hall 1995), has argued that 
there was insufficient habitat continuity in northern Europe for the species to have 
survived the dissolution of the Roman empire, and that later records reflect re-
introduction from the Mediterranean world.  When this may have occurred is 
uncertain, but the Bessastaðir records belong to the 11-13th centuries, and S. granarius 



also turns up in the hold of a 13th century wreck in the Baltic (Lemdahl et al. 1995).  
Late medieval and post medieval trade in grain to Iceland is noted by both Carus-
Wilson (1967) and Þorsteinsson (1969), and the pest fauna is likely to have been 
frequently if intermittently introduced.   
 
The dung fauna 
 
Whilst pests of stored products were introduced with deliberately imported 
commodities, other species were introduced casually.  This applies as much to the 
fauna as to the flora, and both have been examined in the context of the North Atlantic 
by Lindroth (1957); more recently the transatlantic movement of insects has been 
reviewed by Buckland, Ashworth and Schwert. (1995).  The fauna of stored hay, most 
elements of which were introduced at Landnám, has been considered in some detail 
(Amorosi et al. 1998), and it is apparent that even flightless elements were rapidly 
distributed to all sites.  The dung fauna was also initially introduced at Landnám, but 
amongst the Scarabaeidae only Aphodius lapponum appears to have become 
established and is found throughout the country (Larsson & Gígja 1959).  Two other 
species, A. fimetarius and an unidentified species of Aphodius, occur as single 
individuals in a sample from the midden trench (F) in front of hús 25, probably of 15-
16th date.  A. fimetarius is a eurytopic species, found in the dung of a wide range of 
herbivores, as well as in rotting plant material (Landin 1961); it is found throughout 
Scandinavia and the British Isles.  Both species were probably introduced accidentally 
in dunnage and failed to establish breeding populations.  
 
? Mayetiola sp. 
 
Amongst the dipterous remains, the false ‘flaxseed’ puparia of a cecidomyiid midge 
were noted in several samples.  A large number (120) came from a seventeenth to 
eighteenth century pit beneath hús 14 and the small numbers from the floor of this 
structure and adjacent middens may belong to the same event.  There is also, however, 
a small group from the floor of the late eighteenth century hús 5, and four examples 
from hús 18 shows its presence during the medieval period.  Whatever the species, 
these examples do not match any on the current Icelandic list (Ólafsson 1991), and 
either temporary importation and/or local extinction requires consideration.  Whilst 
Mayetiola spp occur on a wide range of plants, in the Icelandic context, it is most 
probable that the species is associated with grasses, and this would be supported by 
the extensive coleopterous fauna of stored hay in most of the samples.  One species, 
M. destructor (Say), called the Hessian fly from its supposed introduction with 
mercenaries from Hesse to America during the War of Independence in 1779, is a 
serious pest of wheat, which is now found through much of the temperate zone in both 
hemispheres.  The fly will also attack barley, rye and some other grasses. The shiney 
brown false puparium, looking like a seed of flax, is produced by the third stage larva 
as it goes into diapause, and these may be accidentally transported in hay or straw into 
storage.  Like the stored grain pests, it is probable that ?Mayetiola sp reflects 
importation of cereals from mainland Europe, although the implication of the 
numerous examples from the pit beneath hús 14 is either that they were concentrated 
through the threshing process and arrived as a contaminant in grain, or that cereals 
were transported with their straw.  M destructor does not extend far north of 
Stavanger in Norway or Stockholm in Sweden, and it is probable that Iceland was too 



cold to allow the species to establish breeding populations.  Until a specific 
identification is possible, however, the detail cannot be resolved. 
 
Faunas associated with individual structures 
 
Hús 36 
 
Sealed beneath the longhouse (hús 28/33/18), was a small rectangular pit house, 2.3m 
by 2m, and 60cm deep.  Such structures are frequently associated with the earliest 
occupation on sites in Iceland, and the Stóraborg example has been the subject of a 
separate study by Snæsdóttir (1992).  At Hofstaðir in Mývatnssveit, Friðriksson and 
Vésteinsson (1998) have argued that the large pit house there was constructed by the 
Landnámsmenn as temporary accommodation, an interpretation initially suggested by 
Eldjárn (1974).  The Hofsstaðir pit has been further examined by Simpson et al. 
(1999), using soil micromorphological techniques, and shown to have had a trampled 
floor at the base, being infilled with domestic rubbish after abandonment; further 
examples excavated by Einarsson (1992) and Ólafsson (1992) provide additional 
evidence.  On the Continent, pit houses, or Grubenhaus, have often been interpreted as 
having a specialist craft function and the frequent occurrence of loom weights in them 
has been noted.  The artefactual assemblage from the Stóraborg example includes a 
possible loom weight, glass beads from the Viking period and an iron knife.  Low 
platforms, about 40cm across, flanked the north and south side of the feature and there 
was a small hearth at the west end.  At Hofstaðir similar platforms supported turf 
walls (Friðriksson & Vésteinsson 1998). The two samples examined were taken from 
the surface of the platforms and produced contrasting results (table xx).  Sample H36b 
can be summarily dismissed in that it contained three weevils, two Otiorhynchus 
arcticus and a single Tropiphorus obtusus.  Both species are flightless and  
polyphagous  on a range of low plants and their occurrence in the pit deposit is  

 
Fig. 7. Stóraborg: the pit house 



 
 

Fig. 7. Stóraborg Phase 1 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 6. Stóraborg Phase 2 
 

 
Fig. 7. Stóraborg Phase 3 

 



 
Fig. 8. Stóraborg Phase 4  

 
Taxon H36a H36b 

Coleoptera   
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1  
Cryptophagus sp. 3  
Atomaria sp. 1  
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 1  
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 12  
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)  2 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)  1 

 
probably entirely fortuitous, either incorporated in turf or having accidentally strayed 
into the structure.  These Curculionidae, however, are particularly durable and can 
often still be identifiable when the remainder of the fauna has decayed.  The fauna 
from sample H36a consists entirely of synanthopic taxa, and whilst Catops fuliginosus 
may have lived in the nutrient-rich areas of bird cliffs pre-Landnám (Buckland 1988), 
the remainder of this fauna is likely to have been introduced with the first settlers.  C. 
fuliginosus is probably predatory on insect larvae, but the remainder feed on slime 
moulds and other microfungi, forming part of the characteristic suite of insects found 
in stored hay.  Their presence may reflect the use of hay as flooring, or bedding, on 
the benches, or the disposal of spoilt hay into the abandoned pit house, and they 
provide no evidence for the primary use of the structure.  Although single individuals 
of strongly synanthropic taxa may disperse out into the fields surrounding the farm, 
Typhaea stercorea is only recorded indoor in Iceland (Lindroth et al. 1973) and the 
presence of twelve individuals in one sample implies that the pit house formed part of 
a farm complex, rather than a solitary temporary abode on the top of the stabilised 
dune. 
 
Hús 18 
 
Immediately overlying the pit house (hús 36) was a longhouse, orientated east-west 
along the crest of the dune, with a door to the north.  Initially about 4.8 m wide and 
probably in excess of 16 m in length, in its second phase the structure was narrowed 
to 4.2-4.4 m and reduced to 10 m long.  No floors survive in the western part of the 
house (labelled hús 33) and this may have had a wooden planked floor, but the eastern 
section had several irregular areas of flat stones and a number of sub-circular holes 



where at least five barrels or buckets had been set into the floor.  A drain had been 
constructed under the building floor and this extended out through the eastern end of 
the house.  This connected with a similar structure under hús 17.  The eight samples 
were taken from this area, although unfortunately not precisely located.  A range of 
finds, including spindles and associated whorls, staves, knives and rosary beads 
suggest a domestic function for the building, and a date in the 13-14th century.  The 
house was rebuilt on several occasions and appears to have remained the core of the 
farm into its development in a structure with a central passageway. 
 
The insect faunas (table 2) suggest relatively dry foul conditions, again dominated by 
a mouldy hay assemblage, with Catops fuliginosus, Lathridius minutus, Atomaria spp. 
and Typhaea stercorea in virtually all samples.  Whilst the last three are slime and 
other mould feeders, C. fuliginosus is probably predatory, principally on the immature 
stages of Diptera, a pabulum shared with several of the rove beetles, including 
Quedius mesomelinus, Omalium and Xylodromus species (Hinton 1945).  The 
association of puparia of the flies Heleomyza borealis and Telomerina flavipes 
indicates relatively warm, foul conditions, and both feed on carrion in dark places 
(Skidmore 1996).  Several elements in the fauna were probably brought into the house 
unintentionally with cut vegetation, rather than having bred in situ.  This may apply to 
several of the ground beetles, although some may have entered the structure whilst 
foraging, but fodder or other cut vegetation is the most likely source for some of the 
staphylinids, including Lesteva longoelytrata, Stenus spp., Othius angustus and 
Tachinus corticinus. The weevils and click beetle, Hypnoidus riparius might similarly 
 

Taxon H18 H18F H18fk H18Fp H18PF 
H18F
gw H18K 

H18F
pm 

Coleoptera         
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1 1   1    
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.)      1   
Trechus rubens (F.)  1   1    
T. obtusus Er. 1 1  1 1    
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.) 1        
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.) 1        
Pterostichus adstrictus Esch.    1     
Cercyon sp.     1    
Catops fuliginosus Er. 3 5 8 2 2 2 8 1 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.)  1       
O.  excavatum Steph.   1 2 2  1 2 
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.)  1       
X.  concinnus (Marsh.)   2 1 1  2  
Xylodromus sp.      1   
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 1 1 2  1 1 2  
Stenus carbonarius Gyll.    1  2  1 
Stenus spp.   1  1  1  
Othius angustus Steph.  3 2 1 1  3  
Gabrius sp.   1    1  
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)   2    2  
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 1 1  1 1 1   
Aleocharinae gen. indet.   3 2 2 1 3  
Hypnoidus riparius (F.)     1    
Cryptophagus sp.   1   2   
Atomaria spp.  1  1 1 1 1 1 



Lathridius minutus (grp.) 1 10 5 7 7 3 5 4 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.)   1  1  1  
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 4 5 5 3 3 3 5  
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.)  3 2 1   2  
Aphodius lapponum Gyll.     1    
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)     1 1 1  
O.  nodosus (Müll.) 1   1 1 1 2  
Otiorhynchus sp.     1    
Barynotus squamosus Germ.    1 1 1 1  
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)  1 1   2 1  
Diptera         
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 2  2 2    3 
? Mayetiola sp. (puparia)  4       
Scatopse notata (pupa)  1  1  3   
Heleomya borealis (im + 
puparia) 78 3+ 31  8  86   
Telomerina flavipes (puparia) 7     3   
? Copromyza sp. (puparium)  1       
Limosininae indet. (puparium)      1   
Herniosina bequaerti (puparia) 2 8       

 
have been introduced, although the former will also occasionally enter buildings.  The 
single dung beetle, Aphodius lapponum, may have been introduced in cut hay, but is 
equally likely to have flown to light.  The hay faunas, however, do not approach the 
frequencies found in modern barns, and it is probable that the assemblages reflect the 
spreading of cut vegetation on the floors.  In Iceland, the spider beetle Tipnus unicolor 
is exclusively synanthropic, recorded from outhouses (Larsson & Gígja 1959; 
Lindroth et al. 1973), whilst in mainland Europe there seems to be an association with 
the faeces of small mammals, hay and straw waste (Horion 1961), although the latter 
habitats are also likely to include rodent nests and burrows.  In his experiments on 
cess pits, Osborne (1983) associated the species with wet rotten wood but two 
Scottish medieval fossil assemblages, from Pluscarden Priory in Moray and Carrick 
Castle in Argyll, both with high frequencies of this species, are clearly linked to cess 
pits (Buckland 1995; Warsop & Skidmore 1998), and T. unicolor, like a similar ptinid 
Gibbium aequinoctiale (Constantine 1995), may feed on dried human faecal material, 
as well as that of small mammals.   
 
The few insects from the western part of the longhouse, hús 33 (table 3), are a subset 
of the hús 18 fauna and indicate similar conditions. 
 

Taxa H33 H33W 
Coleoptera   
Catops fuliginosus Er.  1 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 1  
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.)  1 
Xylodromus sp.  1 
Cryptophagus sp. 1 1 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 2 4 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 2  
Barynotus squamosus Germ.  1 
Diptera   
Anthomyiidae indet (puparium)  1 

 



No human ectoparasites were recorded from hús 19 or its western part hús 33, but this 
may be a reflection of preservation in that the more delicate chitin of Anoplura rarely 
survived at Stóraborg.  The five examples of the wingless fly, the ked, Melophagus 
ovinus, ectoparasitic on sheep (Askew 1969) however, are clear indicators of the 
proximity of sheep, their wool or fleeces. 
 
Hús 37 
 
Orientated at right angles to the long house 18/33 and set to the west of its door, were 
the poorly preserved remains of a turf house of uncertain extent, but at least 12 m 
long.  A single sample was examined from its floor and a further sample was taken 
from the passage to the south. 
 

Taxon H37B Sof37 
Coleoptera   
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 2  
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 3  
Trechus rubens (F.) 1  
T. obtusus Er. 10  
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 3  
Agabus bipustulatus (L.) 2  
Hydraena britteni Joy 5 1 
Cercyon melanocephalus (L.) 1  
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 5  
O. excavatum Steph. 5  
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.) 2  
X. concinnus (Marsh.) 2  
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 9 3 
Stenus carbonarius Gyll. 4 1 
Othius angustus Steph. 5 1 
Gabrius sp. 3  
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 6 1 
Quedius sp.  2 
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 40 1 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1  
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.) 1  
Atomaria spp. 3  
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 14  
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 3  
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 7  
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 1  
O. nodosus (Müll.) 1  
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 1  
Diptera   
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 11  

 
The presence of Hydraena britteni, along with the eurytopic dytiscid water beetle 
Agabus bipustulatus, indicates the use of peat, probably teased out and used as litter 
for flooring or bedding, since such an aquatic assemblage is unlikely to derive from 
structural turves.  The sheep ectoparasite M. ovinus is again well represented.  The 
archaeological interpretation of the sample from south of hús 37 as a ‘dung heap’ (= 
midden?) is supported by the small outdoor foul beetle assemblage, although the one 
H. britteni is likely to have originated in peat. 



 
Hús 34 
 
The rebuilding of hús 33 into 34 resulted in a much smaller, shorter structure.  Finds 
include a fragment of a wooden comb, a small bronze pin, a bone gaming piece and 
an iron candle holder.  The two samples from the floor again suggest a scattering of  
 

Taxa H34a H34b 
Coleoptera   
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1  
Trechus obtusus Er.  1 
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.)  1 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 1 1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 2  
Omalium rivulare (Payk.)  1 
Philonthus sordidus (Grav.)  1 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)  2 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 1 1 
Aleocharinae gen. indet.  1 
Cryptophagus sp. 1  
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 4 3 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 1 2 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 15 13 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)  1 
Diptera   
Melophagus ovinus (L.) (puparia)  1 
Heleomyza borealis (puparia)  2 

 
cut vegetation.   
 
Hús 17/35 
 
In its latest phase, the long house was re-orientated with its door to the south, and the 
western part of hús 18 was rebuilt as a slightly narrower room leading off a 
passageway which continued through to hús 42 and 41 to the north.  This phase 
probably belongs to the 15th or 16th century, and is remarkable for the preservation of 
insect remains in the drain beneath the floor, although this may be associated with the 
earlier hús 35, a rebuilding of hús 34, rather than 17.  One of these samples (H17F) 
has formed the basis of a separate paper (Buckland & Perry 1989) discussing the use 
of human urine in the cleaning of fleeces and other phases of wool preparation.  This 
was based upon the large numbers of keds, M. ovinus, and fleece lice, Damalinia ovis, 
in the sample.  This assemblage was interpreted as the residue of spent urine and 
lanolin poured away down the drain, and the few beetles, with the exception of Q. 
mesomelinus, perhaps a predator on other insects in the drain, may have been 
accidentally incorporated into the sediments.  The two other drain samples have much 
more extensive beetle faunas, and are also rich in ectoparasites, the large numbers of 
Anoplura indet. probably representing poorly preserved examples of the fleece louse, 
D. ovis.  In addition, there are large numbers of the human louse, Pediculus humanus, 
although preservation is insufficient to determine whether these are head or body lice.  
In view of the high frequency of lice and fleas in samples from Norse farms in  
 

Gs H17C H17E H17F H17d H13/17 



Anoplura      
Pediculus humanus L. 18 13  20  
Damalinia ovis (L.) 5 13 22 1  
Anoplura indet. 22 40    
Trichoptera indet. 1 5    
Coleoptera      
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1 4    
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1 1    
Trechus rubens (F.) 1 5  1  
T. obtusus Er. 2 3 1 1 1 
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.)    1  
B. grapii Gyll. 1     
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.)  4    
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 1 4 1 1  
Hydroporus nigrita (F.)  1    
Catops fuliginosus Er. 10 38  2  
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 4 6  5 1 
O. excavatum Steph. 2 4  2  
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.) 4 5  1  
X. concinnus (Marsh.) 13 1    
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 10 6 1 3  
Stenus spp. 3 3  3  
Othius angustus Steph. 5 6  2 1 
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.)  1    
Philonthus sp. 1 1    
Gabrius sp. 2 1    
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 8 20 1 1  
Quedius sp. 2     
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 7 8  2 1 
Atheta (s.l.) sp.   1   
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 63   6 1 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1   1  
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.) 1 1    
Cryptophagus sp. 7 6   3 
Atomaria spp. 5 6  2 1 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 19 32 1 5 1 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 2 6  1 3 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 25 22 5 3 11 
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.) 2 1    
Aphodius lapponum Gyll. 1 1    
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)  1   1 
O. nodosus (Müll.) 2     
Barynotus squamosus Germ. 1 1    
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 1 2  1  
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.) 3 2  1  
Diptera      
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 16 9 177 10  
Trichocera maculipennis (im+ pupa)    20+ 4  
Dilophus sp. (imago)    1  
Heleomyza borealis (puparium)    50 1 
Scatopse notata (pupae)    7  
Copromyza sp. (imagines + puparia)    2+ 1  
Hydrellia sp. (puparium)     1 
Crumomyia nitida (imago)    1  



Herniosina bequaerti (im + puparia)    2+ 5  
Limosininae indet. (im + puparia)    3 +31  
Scathophaga sp. (puparia)    2  

  
Greenland (e.g. Buckland et al. 1999), it is probable that the large numbers in the 
drain reflect a preservational bias, although a similar concentration in a post-medieval 
house floor at Reykholt was seen as a residue from delousing (Buckland et al. 1994).  
Lice would have been a fact of life for everyone living at Stóraborg (cf. 
Sveinbjarnardóttir & Buckland 1984).  These two additional samples from the drain 
include the greater part of the beetle fauna of Iceland, both synathropic and natural.  
The fauna of stored hay is relatively well represented and the large number of 
aleocharines in sample H17C must reflect a specific element in this, although without 
specific identification and habitat data it is not possible to suggest what.  A dry if foul 
indoor component is again indicated by T. unicolor.  Whilst the weevils O. arcticus, 
O. nodosus, Barynotus squamosus and Tropiphorus obtusus are polyphagous on low 
vegetation, Ceutorhynchus contractus is one of the rare elements in the Icelandic 
fauna which is restricted to a few host plants, and it is found upon a range of 
Brassicaceae, especially Cochlearia officinalis and Capsella bursa-pastorum (Larsson 
& Gígja 1958), although Lindroth et al. (1973) also note it from cultivated brassicas, 
the larvae mining in the leaves (Dieckmann 1972).  The species also occurs in the 
house floor sample, and the six individuals are perhaps sufficient to suggest that they 
relate to plants gathered for use; whether the native scurvy grass or small plot 
cultivated crops cannot be ascertained.  The remaining diverse natural fauna is 
problematic.  The presence of larvae or caddis flies (Trichoptera) and a single water 
beetle, Hydroporus nigrita, provides the first suggestion that peat was being utilised 
on the site, and this leads to problems of interpretation for much of the fauna.  The 
carabids, some of the staphylinids, byrrhids and curculionids could all have originated 
in peat brought in for use either in bedding, litter or stored for burning.  The carabid 
Bembidion grapei, however, has not been recovered in any sample of peat from pre-
Landnám deposits, and its usual habitat, on dry ground with little vegetation (Lindroth 
et al. 1973), is one unlikely to contribute to the fossil record.  It was not found in 
modern collecting around the Stóraborg site, and the nearest finds were on poorly 
vegetated sandur close to the glacier at Sólheimajökull (Buckland & Dugmore, 
unpubl.).  At Stóraborg, the few individuals may be occurrences of single 
macropterous individuals, or perhaps derive from flood drift by one of the adjacent 
rivers, but the species also occurs in the farm mound deposits at both Bessastaðir 
(Amorosi et al. 1992) and Nesstofa (Amorosi et al. 1994), where such an origin seems 
improbable.  It is possible that the small carabid was incorporated with the byrrhid, 
Cytilus sericeus in moss collected from areas of open shingle for use.   
 
One sample is labelled H13/17.  Hús 13 appears to have been the entrance 
passageway to the house of which 17 forms the core.  The fauna is essentially a 
subsample of other floor material. 
 
Hús 19 
 
East of hús 17/18 and sharing a structural west wall, hús 19, only 2.5 m wide and 
probably 6 m long, opened directly southwards towards the sea.  Beneath the centre 
line of the floor was a drain, 20 cm wide by 20 cm deep and covered with stone slabs, 



which extended south for 2 m before being cut by the eroded surface of the mound, 
where the drain was evident at the base of the north section of Trench G.  A wide  
 

Taxa H19Np 
Coleoptera  
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1 
Trechus rubens (F.) 1 
Hydraena britteni Joy 1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 3 
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.) 2 
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.) 1 
Gabrius sp. 1 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 3 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 1 
Cryptophagus sp. 1 
Atomaria spp. 9 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 4 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 1 
Diptera  
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 1 
Trichocera maculipennis (imago) 1 
Scatopse notata (pupa) 1 
Heleomyza borealis (puparia) 41 
Copromyza sp. (puparia) 4 
Herniosina bequaerti (puparia) 25 
Telomerina flavipes (puparia) 55 
Scathophaga sp. (puparia) 2 

 
range of artefacts was recovered from the building, including whetstones, knives, 
fragments of bronze vessels, loom weights, and wooden staves.  A single sample was 
available for study from the floor.  The single ked may be a casual loss from a sheep, 
but the one water beetle, the hydraenid, H. britteni, is likely to reflect the use of peat 
as litter on the floor. 
 
Immediately outside the south gable of hús 19, a small trench (G) was cut to sample 
midden deposits associated with the house.  Samples were taken in 5 cm slices in a 
column in the north face of the trench, from the eroded surface of the midden down to 
and through the drain, which ran out from under the floor of the structure. This rested 
on the iron-panned surface of the underlying orange sand and silt at a depth of 95 cm. 
 
 



 
 

Fig. 7. Stóraborg :  G Trench, North Section (1981)



 
Taxon 0 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 85 90 50W 

Anoplura                 
Damalinia ovis (L.)  1       1        
Trichoptera indet.  1               
Coleoptera                 
Nebria rufescens (Strom.)         1  1  2  1  
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.)  1        1      1 
Trechus rubens (F.) 1   1     1  2  1   1 
T. obtusus Er.  2   1  1  3 1 2 1  1  1 
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.)      1   1  1    1  
B. grapii Gyll.          1       
Bembidion sp.  1               
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.)  1 1   1     1      
Patrobus sp.  1         1    1  
Trichocellus cognatus (Gyll.)               1  
Pterostichus diligens (Strm.)             1    
P. adstrictus Esch.           1 1 3    
Calathus melanocephalus (L.)  2     1  1 1 2 2     
Amara quenseli (Schoen.)             1    
Hydroporus nigrita (F.)         1       1 
Hydroporus sp.  1               
Hydraena britteni Joy  1         1    1  
Cercyon littoralis (Gyll.)           1      
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1   1    1 3 4 14 3  3 1 5 
Omalium laeviusculum Gyll.    1           1 1 
O. rivulare (Payk.) 1 10    1 2  8 2 12 1 11 3 2 8 
O. excavatum Steph. 1        2  3 1 4  1 2 
Omalium sp.          1     1  
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.)         2       1 
X. concinnus (Marsh.)  2     1 1 2 2 7 3   1  
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 1 3 1   1  1 1 2 4 4  1  2 



Stenus carbonarius Gyll. 1         1 1 1    1 
Stenus spp.  3       1     1 1  
Lathrobium brunnipes (F.)           1     1 
Othius angustus Steph. 1     1 1 1  1 7 3  3 2 1 
Philonthus politus (L.)         1        
P. cephalotes (Grav.)           1 1 1    
P. sordidus (Grav.)             7   1 
Philonthus sp.           1     1 
Gabrius sp.  2      1  1 2 1  1 1  
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)  4  1    1 2 1 1 6     
Q. umbrinus Er.         1  4 2   1  
Q. boops (Grav.) grp        1       2  
Quedius sp.         1        
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 2 2 1 2 6 5          1 
Atheta (s.l.) sp.           7      
Ocalea picata (Steph.)           1      
Oxypoda sp.           2      
Aleochara sp.  2         9      
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 7 24 1 1 5 5 4  17 5 8 7  3 3 5 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1 2 2 1        1 1  1  
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.)  1         1    1  
Byrrhus fasciatus (Forst.)               1  
Oryzaephilus surinamensis (L.)  1              1 
Cryptophagus sp.  4  2  2   1  3  1  5 3 
Atomaria spp. 1 10     1 1 3 1 7 2   2 2 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 5 30 3 2 9 5 6 1 5 3 11 3  3 1 11 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.)  3   3  1    2  1   11 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 8 42 2 7 19 13 8 2 3 1 3 2 1 1 1 14 
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.)         1    1  1 1 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll. 1          1    2  
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)  1 1   1     1    2  
O. nodosus (Müll.)  1    1  1   1   1 5  



Barynotus squamosus Germ.    1    1         
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)  1         1   2   
Sitophilus granaries (L.)         1        
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.)         1  1    1  
Diptera                 
Melophagus ovinus (L.)  3  1    1 1  2      
Scatopse notata (puparia)           2      
Heleomyza borealis (puparia)           9      
Scathophaga sp. (puparia)           5      
Telomarina flavipes (puparia)           6      
? Agromyzidae indet.           1      

 



 

An additional sample was also processed from the west section from a depth of 50 
cm, and this produced the second example of the saw-toothed grain beetle, O. 
surinamensis.  Individuals of the grain fauna, either this species or the grain weevil, S. 
granarius, appear at 20, 50 and 55 cm depth in this midden section, and may reflect 
human faeces, either directly added to the accumulation or cleared out of the house.  
The association with the indoor flightless spider beetle, Tipnus unicolor, in two of the 
samples suggests the latter.  At depths of 50, 65 and 90 cm, the midden also produced 
evidence of the use of another material, seaweed, charred remains of one species of 
which, Fucus nodulosus, having been noted elsewhere in the mound.  Both Cercyon 
littoralis and Omalium laeviusculum are restricted to wrack along the tide line on the 
seashore.  Although both are capable of flight (Lindroth et al. 1973), and the shore 
cannot have been far distant from the farm, their absence in the many other samples 
implies that their occurrence indicates the bringing of seaweed to the site.  
Ethnographic evidence for the use of seaweed in Iceland has been extensively 
discussed by Kristjánsson (1980), and Hallsson (1964) considers recent use.  Widely 
utilised as addition fodder for stalled animals, it was also burnt as a source of salt and 
for preservation of meat.  Martin Martin (1703) in his description of the Hebrides 
indicates that birds stored in seaweed ash were regarded as a delicacy, and evidence of 
meat storage in burnt seaweed in a soapstone pot has also been noted at GUS in the 
Western Settlement of Norse Greenland (Buckland et al. 1998). 
 
Hús 20 
 
This poorly preserved structure, 5 m by 3.5 m, lay at the eastern end of the mound and 
partly underneath hús 19.  It appears to have been rebuilt at least once, but there are 
few dateable artefacts.  Stratigraphically the structure belongs to the late 14th or early 
15th century.  The two species of beetle come from a sample from the floor of the 
building and add nothing to the interpretation. 
 

Taxon H20 
Coleoptera  
Othius angustus Steph. 1 
Atomaria sp. 2 

 
 
Hús 31/2 
 
This room lay beneath hús 29 and 30, east of, and sharing a wall with hús 25.  
Approximately 5 m wide, the structure was 6 m long, and in its latest phase had a 
partly stone-slabbed floor.  East of the paving, the floor consisted of earth with 
evident plant remains preserved in it.  The high number of specimens of T. stercorea  
 

Taxon H32 
Coleoptera  
Trechus rubens (F.) 1 
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.) 1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1 
Omalium sp. 5 
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.) 1 
Stenus spp. 1 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 1 



 

Aleocharinae gen. indet. 7 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1 
Cryptophagus sp. 3 
Atomaria sp. 1 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 4 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 61 
Otiorhynchus nodosus (Müll.) 1 
Diptera  
Sciaridae indet. (imago) 1 
Hydrellia sp. (puparium) 1 
Drosophila sp. (puparium) 1 
Scathophaga sp. (puparium) 1 
? Spilogona sp. (puparium) 1 

 
may reflect the mouldy nature of this material. 
 
Hús 25 
 
West of hús 31/2 and east of 24, was a building, 3.6 m wide and 7.5 m long, built on 
stone foundations of blocks of tuff.  The floor consisted of two layers, of which the 
lower was of a hard reddish peat ash and the upper, sampled, one contained evident 
plant remains; an irregular area of stone slabs covered the southern end of the floor.  
The settings for four barrels were evident in the floor, although these probably 
belonged to an earlier longer phase to the building, since two lay partly beneath the 
north wall.  No south wall was evident for the structure, which probably had a wooden 
gable.  Finds include whetstones, part of a stone bowl, two fragments of quern, an iron 
knife and pieces of leather and bronze.  
 

Taxon H25u 
Anoplura  
Damalinia ovis (L.) 6 
Anoplura indet. 1 
Trichoptera indet. 5 
Coleoptera  
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 3 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1 
Trechus rubens (F.) 2 
T. obtusus Er. 5 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 2 
Hydroporus nigrita (F.) 2 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 3 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 12 
O. excavatum Steph. 6 
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.) 7 
X. concinnus (Marsh.) 2 
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 3 
Stenus spp. 4 
Othius angustus Steph. 4 
Philonthus sordidus (Grav.) 1 
Gabrius sp. 3 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 6 
Quedius sp. 1 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 8 



 

Aleocharinae gen. indet. 64 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1 
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.) 1 
Cryptophagus sp. 53 
Atomaria spp. 98 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 36 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 168 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 205 
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.) 1 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll. 1 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 1 
O. nodosus (Müll.) 1 
Barynotus squamosus Germ. 1 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 1 
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.) 3 
Diptera  
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 19 

 
A trench (F) was excavated close to the south east corner of hús 25 through what are 
probably associated midden deposits.  As the base of the wall of the house appears in 
the section, the material is largely contemporary with the structure and belongs to the 
early sixteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries. 
 
The insect fauna is one of the most extensive from the site, with over six hundred 
individuals.  The hay fauna is sufficiently extensive to suggest that fodder was being 
stored in the building, rather than only representing cut vegetation spread on the floor.  
This is also one of the few floor samples which contains significant number of the 
ectoparasites of sheep, D. ovis and M. ovinus, and it is probable that wool was being 
processed in the room, with perhaps at least one of the barrels perhaps being used to 
store urine.  The few Trichoptera and H. nigrita probably relate to peat brought into 
the structure. 
 
F Trench was opened at the south east corner of hús 25 to examine associated midden 
deposits.  Columns of samples in 5 cm slices were taken from the south, north and 
west faces of the trench to a depth of 1.05 m, where the underlying natural sand was 
encountered.  Both sheep and human lice were identified in samples, and the virtually 
continuous trace of keds supports the suggestion that the adjacent room was being 
used for wool processing.  Both peat and seaweed are also evident in the assemblages. 



 

 
 

Fig. 7.  Stóraborg: West profile in F Trench (1981)
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Hús 24 
 
Contiguous with hús 25 to the west, was a house 2.5 m wide and 8.5 m long, which 
had been rebuilt several times during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  In its 
earlier phase, several barrels had been set in the floor, suggesting use for storage, and 
the later structure had been largely paved with stone slabs.  As the barrel impressions 
overlapped, it appears that these had been repositioned several times.  Finds include a 
fragment of a bronze vessel, textile pieces, wooden pins and staves from buckets or 
bowls.   
 

Taxon H24 H24co H24c 
Coleoptera    
Nebria rufescens (Strom.)   1 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.)   1 
Trechus rubens (F.)   5 
T. obtusus Er. 1  2 
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.)   1 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.)   5 
Hydroporus sp.   1 
Agabus bipustulatus (L.)   1 
Hydraena britteni Joy   1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1   
Omalium rivulare (Payk.)   4 
O. excavatum Steph.   2 
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.)   2 
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 1  6 
Stenus carbonarius Gyll.   1 
Othius angustus Steph.   5 
Philonthus sordidus (Grav.)   3 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)   7 
Q. umbrinus Er.   1 
Quedius sp.   1 
Tachinus corticinus Grav.   6 
Aleocharinae gen. indet.   35 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.)   1 
Cryptophagus sp.   2 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 1  12 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.)   3 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 2 1 22 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll.   1 

 
Three of the samples from the floor deposits contained too few beetles to interpret, but 
the fourth (H24c) has the usual stored hay assemblage with some trace of peat in the 
water beetles, H. nigrita, Agabus bipustulatus and H. britteni. 
 
Hús 7 
 
Hús 7 succeeded 17 as the central room of the farm during the mid 17th century, 
forming a long room with hús 14 to the east and entered by passage 12.  It continued 
in use until the mid-18th century, being rebuilt at least twice, before being replaced by 
hús 6.  Stylobate blocks for the support of wooden uprights for the roof survived 



 

along the south wall of the structure.  Finds include sherds of bottle glass, coarse 
pottery, some porcelain and fragments of clay pipes.   
 

Taxon H7 H7F H7f2 H7s H7s2 H7s3 
Coleoptera       
Nebria rufescens (Strom.)  1  1  2 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.)  1     
Trechus rubens (F.)      1 
T. obtusus Er.  3  1  3 
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.)  1 1 1   
Pterostichus diligens (Strm.)  2    2 
P. adstrictus Esch.    1  1 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.)  1    1 
Cercyon sp.   1    
Catops fuliginosus Er.  24 1 29 14 35 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.)      1 
Omalium sp.  1  1   
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.)       
X. concinnus (Marsh.)    1  4 
Xylodromus sp.  4     
Acidota crenata (F.)   1    
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 1 1 1   1 
Othius angustus Steph.  3  1 1 4 
Philonthus sordidus (Grav.)  2  2  2 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)   1   6 
Q. umbrinus Er.    2  2 
Quedius / Philonthus_sp.    5   
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 1  1    
Aleocharinae gen. indet.  3  1  3 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.)  1 1   1 
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.)  1    1 
Cryptophagus sp.  3    3 
Atomaria spp. 1 2    2 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 2 27  5  31 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.)  1  1  2 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 5      
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.)  4  3  7 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll.   1   1 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)    1  1 
O. nodosus (Müll.)   1   1 
Otiorhynchus sp.  1     
Barynotus squamosus Germ.      1 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)   2   2 
Diptera       
Trichocera maculipennis (im + pupae) 1 + ff   1   
Heleomyza borealis (im + puparia) 2 + 8 1 + 89 13 16   
Telomerina flavipes (puparia)    16   
Scatopse notata (pupae)  3  1   
Scathophaga sp. (puparia)  3  2   
Copromyza sp. (imago)   1    
Limosininae indet. (puparia) 2      
Herniosina bequaerti (puparia)  22     
Sphaeroceridae indet. (puparia)   2    
Trachypella sp. (puparium)    1   



 

 
The archaeological evidence suggests that this hús was one of the farm’s living 
rooms, perhaps the skáli, and the fauna would support this, although it is unfortunate 
that preservation was insufficient to include lice.  Relatively dry conditions are 
indicated by the numbers of T. unicolor, and none of the fauna need derive from peat, 
although a cut vegetation component is evident.  The large numbers of the puparia of 
the fly Heleomyza borealis in samples from thisd room indicates decaying 
proteinaceous material, either in stored meat products or in faeces. 
 
Hús 14/15 
 
East of room 7 and passageway 12, hús 14 had the remains of a fireplace in its north 
eastern corner.  Fragments of clay pipes were recovered from the upper layers of the 
house, and it seems to have been in use from the mid 17th to mid-18th centuries. 
 

Taxon H14 
H14s
2 H14p H14p2 H14p3 H14f H14fi H14d H14/15 H1   

Anoplura            
Pediculus humanus L.     2       
Coleoptera            
Nebria rufescens (Strom.)    1  1 1     
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.)      3      
Trechus rubens (F.)     1       
T. obtusus Er. 2   1 1 1 4 3    
Bembidion bipunctatum (L.)      2   1   
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.) 2   1  1 1  1   
Pterostichus diligens (Strm.)  1          
Calathus melanocephalus (L.)    1 2  1     
Laemostenus terricola (Hbst.)       1     
Catops fuliginosus Er. 2  2 6 8  21  2   
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 1    5 1 1     
O. excavatum Steph.    1 3 1  2    
Omalium sp.       1     
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.)     13 2  2    
Xylodromus sp. 1      9     
Acidota crenata (F.)  1     1     
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 1   1 24 1 2 1    
Stenus carbonarius Gyll.    1  1      
Stenus spp. 1    4   3    
Othius angustus Steph. 2   2  5 2 2 3   
Philonthus politus (L.)            
P. sordidus (Grav.)    9   3     
Philonthus sp.        1    
Gabrius sp.      3      
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 2   10 3 1 2  2   
Q. umbrinus Er. 1 2       1   
Quedius sp.    1  1      
Quedius / Philonthus sp.   1         
Tachinus corticinus Grav.  3   7 1      
Atheta (s.l.) sp.     6       
Ocalea picata (Steph.)     2       
Oxypoda sp.     2       
Aleochara sp.     9   3    



 

Aleocharinae gen. indet. 1   2 9 3  13    
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1 1  1 1 3      
Cytilus sericeus (Forst.)      1      
Byrrhus fasciatus (Forst.)        1    
Cryptophagus sp. 1   1 2  5 5    
Atomaria spp. 1 1  1 2  2 1    
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 2  3 1 36 2 20 4    
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.)    1 6  2 2    
Typhaea stercorea (L.)    3 55 2  6    
Mycetaea hirta (Marsh.) 1           
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.)     1  13  4   
Aphodius lapponum Gyll.    1 1 1      
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.)     1 1 1     
O. nodosus (Müll.) 2     2 1 4 1   
Barynotus squamosus Germ.      2      
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)   1  1 5  1    
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.)     1  1  2   
Diptera            
Melophagus ovinus (L.)     1   3    
Trichocera maculipennis (im + pupa)        9 + 2    
Dilophus sp. (imagines)    2  5  1    
? Mayetiola sp. (false puparia)    8  120      
Scatopse notata (pupae)     6   34    
Heleomyza borealis (puparia)   3 1 250 3  201    
Sphaeroceridae indet. (puparia)      1      
Telomerina flavipes (puparia)      9  48    
Copromyza sp. (puparia)    ?2  ?6  6 im    
Hydrellia sp. (puparia)      3      
Scathophaga sp. (puparia)    4  10      
Fannia sp. (puparia)    1  2      
? Thricops sp. (puparium)      1      
? Spilogona sp. (puparia)    1  1      
Herniosina bequaerti (puparium)      1  14    
? Spelobia sp. (imago)        1    
? Scaptomza sp. (puparia)        1    
? Minilimosina sp. (puparia)            
Allopiophila ?vulgaris (puparium)            
? Spilogona sp. (puparia)   1         
? Leptocera sp.   1         

 
Eight samples were taken from the floor of hús 14, and a further two from its 
predecessor hús 15, with an additional sample belonging to the interface between the 
two.  The presence of two human lice in one sample might be taken to imply that this 
room was a living room, and the few specimens of the sheep ked, M. ovinus, may 
reflect the further processing of wool, perhaps carding, in the room.  Two species 
have their first appearance at Stóraborg in samples from hús 14/15 and 9. The large 
synanthropic carabid Laemostenus terricola is a predator on other insects and mites, 
occurring in Iceland in barns, byres and houses (Larsson & Gígja 1959; Lindroth et al. 
1973), whilst the mycetophagid Mycetaea hirta is a mould feeder, which may prefer 
drier habitats than the remainder of the stored hay fauna.  The site provides the only 
fossil records for L. terricola in Iceland, and it may be a post-medieval introduction, 
although it is present in Roman York by the 1st century AD (Kenward & Williams 



 

1979).  M. hirta appears by the late medieval period at Holt in Eyjafjallasveit 
(Buckland et al. 1991). 
 
Hús 9 
 
This room was entered from 14, the eastern part of hús 7, from which it appears to 
have been divided off, since initially hús 9 and 14 together formed the longer room 
15.  Finds include staves from buckets and bowls and at least two wooden spoons; it 
is probable that the room was either a foodstore or dairy (bur). 
 

Gs H9 
Coleoptera  
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 5 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1 
Trechus obtusus Er. 3 
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.) 1 
Pterostichus adstrictus Esch. 1 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 4 
Laemostenus terricola (Hbst.) 1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1080 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 3 
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.) 2 
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 6 
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.) 6 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 62 
Q. umbrinus Er. 7 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 15 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 5 
Cryptophagus sp. 3 
Atomaria apicalis Er. 2 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 36 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 1 
Mycetaea hirta (Marsh.) 1 
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.) 1 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 2 
Barynotus squamosus Germ. 2 
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.) 1 

 
This is perhaps one of the most unusual beetle faunas from the Stóraborg mound, 
dominated by over one thousand individuals of Catops fuliginosus, with the predatory 
staphylinid Q. mesomelinus running a poor second with 62 specimens.  The latter is 
able to tolerate particularly foul conditions, occurring in corpses and similar rotted 
materials, whilst C. fuliginosus is also recorded from carrion.  It is unfortunate that the 
fly fauna from this sample was not available for study, since both these species are 
likely to have predated on an abundant supply of maggots, perhaps on decaying meat 
in the room. 
 
Hús 30 
 
At the west end of hús 7, beneath hús 5, was a separate room opening southwards, 
which has been interpreted as a storage room, skemma.  The few specimens of H. 
borealis suggest a relatively clean internal environment.  



 

 
Gs H30 H30a H30b H30nwu H30nwl 
Anoplura      
Pediculus humanus L.    3  
Damalinia ovis (L.)   1   
Coleoptera      
Nebria rufescens (Strom.)    1  
Trechus obtusus Er. 1     
Trechus sp.     1 
Bembidion grapii Gyll.  2    
Catops fuliginosus Er. 1 3  1  
Phyllodrepa floralis (Payk.)  2    
Omalium excavatum Steph.  2 1 2  
Omalium sp.     5 
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.)    1  
Stenus carbonarius Gyll.     3 
Stenus sp.     1 
Othius angustus Steph.  4    
Philonthus sp.  3  3  
Gabrius sp.     3 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.)  6    
Quedius sp.     5 
Tachinus corticinus Grav.    1  
Aleocharinae gen. indet.  91 1 10 26 
Bryaxis puncticollis (Denny)  6   4 
Cryptophagus sp. 1 81 3 23 36 
Atomaria spp.  2 1 5  
Lathridius minutus (grp.)  44 12 28 15 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 1   1  
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 23 31 5 27 7 
Diptera      
Heleomyza borealis 9     

 
Hús 29 
 
West of hús 30, was the contiguous smaller hús 29, 2.6 m wide and over 3 m long.  
This had two building phases and stone-lined drains occurred in each floor.  The 
better preserved lower one was 15 cm wide and 15-20 cm deep.  The room contained 
debris from metal working in both iron and bronze, as well as a leather knife 
scabbard, a shoe sole and a sherd of pottery. 
 

Taxon H29a H29b H29c 
Coleoptera    
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1   
Trechus rubens (F.)   4 
T. obtusus Er. 1  2 
Bembidion grapii Gyll.  1  
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.) 1   
Pterostichus adstrictus Esch.   5 
Calathus melanocephalus (L.)   1 
Hydroporus nigrita (F.)  4  
Hydraena britteni Joy  31  
Catops fuliginosus Er.  2 4 



 

Omalium rivulare (Payk.)   2 
O. excavatum Steph. 1   
Omalium sp.  2  
Xylodromus sp.   1 
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez.  3  
Stenus spp. 1  2 
Philonthus sordidus (Grav.) 2   
Gabrius sp.   7 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 7 2  
Q. umbrinus Er. 1   
Quedius sp. 4   
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 4 1 9 
Cryptophagus sp. 1  2 
Atomaria spp.  3 3 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 4 5 2 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 3   
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 44 4 6 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll. 1   
Otiorhynchus nodosus (Müll.)   1 
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.)   1 
Diptera    
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 1 1 3 

  
The relatively large number of H. britteni and presence of H. nigrita suggest that peat 
formed a significant proportion of the deposit, although the hay fauna is also 
relatively well developed. 
 
Hús 4 
 
At the east end of the mid-eighteenth century building complex, and connected to it 
by a paved passageway, was a room, 2 m wide and at least 5.3 m long, although 
lacking a southern gable.  The structure was internally faced with stone and only the 
outer walls were of turf.  The building had been rebuilt twice and in its earlier phase 
there had been a fireplace inside the passageway; in the second phase this had been 
built over to separate the room from Hús 14/9/15.  The presence of iron slag in the 
later deposits suggests that the building may have been a smithy. 
 

Taxon H4 
Coleoptera  
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 1 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 1 
Cryptophagus sp. 3 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 16 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 3 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 7 

 
The limited insect fauna again indicates mouldy plant material, probably from cut 
vegetation spread on the floor, but provides no other clues as to usage of the structure. 
 
A short column of four samples was taken in 10 cm slices from immediately outside 
the door of hús 7/14.  The first of these was used in the preliminary study of material 
from the mound (Prelim 1) (Sveinbjarnardóttir et al. 1981). 



 

 
Taxon Mid Mid2 Mid2a Mid3 Mid4 

Coleoptera      
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1     
Trechus obtusus Er. 1     
Bembidion grapii Gyll. 1     
Pterostichus diligens (Strm.)   1   
Calathus melanocephalus (L.) 1     
Catops fuliginosus Er. 3 1   9 
Omalium rivulare (Payk.) 1 3    
O. excavatum Steph. 2   1  
Xylodromus depressus (Grav.) 2     
X. concinnus (Marsh.) 2     
Xylodromus sp.  1    
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez.  2 4 1  
Stenus carbonarius Gyll. 2     
Stenus spp.   1 1  
Othius angustus Steph.    1  
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.) 1 1    
Gabrius sp. 3 1 1   
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 2 1 5   
Q. umbrinus Er.  1    
Tachinus corticinus Grav.  1 1 1  
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 4 1 2 1  
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 1  1   
Cryptophagus sp.  1 7 6  
Atomaria apicalis Er. 2     
Atomaria spp.  1 1 1  
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 8 4 2 2  
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 8  3   
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 15 1  1  
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.)  1    
Aphodius lapponum Gyll.  1 2   
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 1     
Otiorhynchus sp. 1     
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.)    1  
Sitophilus granarius (L.) 1     
Diptera      
? Mayetiola sp. (puparia) 8     
Scatopse notata (puparia) 5     
Heleomyza borealis (puparia) 23     
? Copromyza sp. (puparia) 2     
? Leptocera fontinalis (puparia) 3     
Allopiophila sp. (puparia) 4     
?? Meonura  sp. (puparium) 1     
Anthomyiidae/Scathophagidae indet. 
(puparium) 1     

 
Hús 5 
 
The final phase of the farm, probably constructed in the late eighteenth century was 
poorly preserved and little remained of the floors. Hús 5 lay over hús 30 at the west 
end of the mound, and had walls which were faced with stone internally.  There were 
few finds and the structure is interpreted as a storehouse, rather than living quarters.  



 

The insect fauna was originally published as sample Prelim 2 by Sveinbjarnardóttir 
and others (1981). 
 

Taxon H5 
Coleoptera  
Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 1 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 1 
Trechus obtusus Er. 2 
Bembidion grapii Gyll. 1 
Hydroporus nigrita (F.) 1 
Catops fuliginosus Er. 8 
Xylodromus concinnus (Marsh.) 1 
Acidota crenata (F.) 1 
Lesteva longoelytrata Goez. 4 
Othius angustus Steph. 3 
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.) 1 
Gabrius sp. 3 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 1 
Tachinus corticinus Grav. 4 
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 3 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 3 
Cryptophagus sp. 1 
Atomaria apicalis Er. 1 
Lathridius minutus (grp.) 6 
Corticaria elongata (Gyll.) 1 
Typhaea stercorea (L.) 1 
Tipnus unicolor (Pill.) 1 
Aphodius lapponum Gyll. 1 
Otiorhynchus nodosus (Müll.) 1 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 1 
Ceutorhynchus contractus (Marsh.) 1 
Diptera  
Melophagus ovinus (L.) 1 
Trichocera maculipennis (pupa) 1 
Mayetiola sp.  (puparia) 8 
Heleomyza borealis (puparia) 3 
Herniosina bequaerti (puparia) 5 
Anthomyiidae indet. (puparia) 2 
? Calliphora sp. (puparium) 1 

 
Biostatistics - Ordination 
 
Dataset 
 
Fossil insect frequency data for selected samples from the Norse farm Stóraborg, 
Iceland. The samples come from inside farm structures, the exact nature of which is 
unknown, and so there is no environmental data set – the aim of this work is to extract 
this information. The full data set, of 56 samples and 87 species was reduced (to 23 
and 59 respectively) by removing the out of house samples, and one sample which 
was entirely dominated by sheep parasites. The latter was easily interpreted, and if 
included, distorted the ordination (i.e. it was considered an outlier). 
 
Assumptions 



 

 
The basic principal is that the modern ecological data for a species can be used to 
reconstruct the fossil environment represented by a soil sample. This is generally done 
by a combination of indicator species (such as pests, parasites, stenotopic species...), 
and semi-quantitative interpretation of the assemblages. The principal problems are 1) 
that what we look at is a death assemblage, which may not accurately reflect the 
environment; 2) possible secondary deposition may lead to mixed assemblages; 3) 
taxonomic resolution from fossil parts; 4) sampling and recovery issues. 
 
Methods  
 
Analyses were performed on untransformed data, but after seeking advice this was 
deemed inappropriate and probably misleading. Data was thus log(x+1) transformed 
to compensate for its highly skewed nature – generally one or two massively 
dominant species, and then several rarities. This was shown to reduce the influence of 
a superabundant species in all methods except PCA, where it had little effect. 
SQRT(x) transformation was tested, but proved less satisfactory in normalising the 
data. Species abundances approximated a unimodal model (after transformation) more 
than a linear one, and so the CA method was applied. It was decided not to 
downweight rare species due to the fact that these are the norm in 
palaeoentomological assemblages. This did however, mean that samples with 
relatively high numbers of rare species may have biased the analyses. It may be more 
appropriate to remove these species from the data, since their interpretation is more or 
less simple. PCA was also used, for comparison. DCA was rejected as no arch effect 
was observed. 
 
Results & Discussion 
 
CA (Fig.1): Axis 1 isolated an individual sample (H30nwl) with a strong saline 
component (cause by 26 individuals of a salt tolerant species which was not found in 
any other samples). This species should probably have been removed since its 
interpretation is quite simple. The opposing end of the axis seems to consist of 
samples representing house floors – the so called ’foul’ fauna (79/1; H7S; H7s2), 
which became clear by studying the sample data/descriptions and would not have 
been obvious from the ordination alone. Several of the expected ‘floor’ species did 
not have strong gradients on the primary axis, and this could be the influence of the 
superabundant (in 79/1) Catops fuliginosus. 
Samples with more natural, and generally hygrophilous species seem to be found 
towards the positive extreme of Axis 2, although this does not seem to be a strong 
gradient, and the 3 strongly aquatic samples highlighted by PCA (88/3; H37B; C3.6) 
are not together here. 
Sample Pr1 is at the positive extreme of axis 3, which is interesting because the only 
obvious unusual item is one individual of the grain weevil. This axis seems to 
represent a gradient from more outdoor species to more synanthropic, debris loving 
species.  
PCA (Fig.2): Axis 1, 2 and 3 explained 22, 16 and 11% of the variance respectively, 
which is not particularly comprehensive. Axis 1 completely separated the 3 samples 
with strong aquatic faunas from the remainder, although the large number of other 
species contributing to this gradient suggests that there is a more complex 
explanation. Axis 2 is difficult to interpret, but there appear to be more shade loving 



 

species in the samples towards the negative end. Perhaps the most striking thing is 
that the sample at the negative end (Prel.1) could be classed as a ‘floor’, and the 
sample at the other end a ‘hay’ with aquatic influence (C3.6). Axis 3 surprisingly 
separates two of the ‘aquatic’ samples (88/3; H37B) from the other (C3.6), this can be 
explained by the latter’s strong ‘hay’ fauna.  
 
Ordination appears to be a useful and somewhat underused investigative tool in 
palaeoentomology, although all of the conclusions reached here could probably have 
been reached without it. Interpretation of the axes is not simple, and the gradients 
appear to be complex combinations of factors. 
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