
21Institute for European and Mediterranean Archaeology

Somewhere Beyond the Sea

Sarah Hoffman

Somewhere Beyond the Sea: 
250 Years of Cemetery Disturbance 
and Bioarchaeology at 
Haffjarðarey, Western Iceland



22 Chronika

Sarah Hoffman

Introduction

cemetery of Saint Nicholas on the island 

religious practice and burial for the entire 

 ) the 

individuals.   Local inhabitants removed the 

surface.

erosion.4

burials on the island, collecting the remains 

currently housed at the National Museum 
of Iceland.5 

the earlier removals and the international 
division of the remains has hindered any 
comprehensive analysis until recently (see 

reconcile historical, archaeological, and 
osteological data from the cemetery at 

6

Foundations: Consecration, Land Rights, 
and Wealth

that inventory church belongings at 

máldagar.
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  Máldagar 
record the consecration of the church at 

records is regarded as slightly problematic 

updated.

shortly after the Icelandic conversion to 

later.

after the conversion to Christianity. It is also 
supported by the fact that hundreds of small 

Iceland shortly after the conversion, and 

parish churches.   

century.

century farms had formal documented links 
  

) 

cutting, collection, and drying moss and turf, 

in medieval Icelandic architecture.
 or a 

least one image of the patron saint (in this 
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case Saint Nicholas), priestly vestments 
made of velvet, an altar or shrine, and an 

 Generally 

list considerably more holdings and rights 

Given the timeline of these documents, 

and regional prestige over the course of 

church is located, coastal and riverine 

as described in the máldagar parallel the 

participant.   

Removal

adoption of Lutheranism in Iceland, 
the Catholic church of St. Nicholas on 

  After the 

last priest and all of his parishioners on 

  While 
this folk tale supported Reformation ideals, 
it also hints at the early impacts of coastal 

  

last, the clergyman and thirteen souls 
  While 

this story shares several elements of the 
Christmas Eve event, it focuses more on 

support the notion that access to the island 
became increasingly dangerous around the 
time of abandonment.

of coastal erosion.

a massive storm hit the southern coast of 
Snæfellsnes making landfall at Lágafell to 

impacting grasslands, and forever altering 
the coastline.   

supports the historical descriptions of both 

paleoclimatic and environmental research 
concerning the determination of relative sea 

C.E.

(NAO) pressure system.

frequent and intense storms in Iceland  

After centuries of progressive erosive 

 century local 
inhabitants along the coast began to notice 
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the emergence of human remains from 

living in farms along the coast gathered the 

reinterred in the Miklholt churchyard.

not typically taken into consideration 

recorded incidence of site disturbance 
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his personal account.  Later publications 

 A recent assessment of the 

individuals.
cranial skeletal remains.  It should also be 

skeletons from Álftanes, there are no 

Shortly after Hastings and Stefansson left 

at Miklholt church.44 While the location of 

vaguely as the Miklholt cemetery, the 
number of individuals removed from the 

speculated. 

(Archaeologists enter stage right)

Forty year after Hastings and Stefansson 

Museum of Iceland returned to the site to 
45

as archaeologists, made thorough notes 

published some of the results.46

disturbed burials.  It is possible that many 

these eroded areas, and are therefore not 
labeled on the map as discrete burials. 

  

reburial, a geological team from Harvard 

and another cemetery site at Álftanes 

W. Hastings, an anthropology student 

Stefansson, an anthropologist and arctic 
  

and Stefansson separated from the group 

skeletal remains.  

a clergyman to retrieve skeletal remains 

any skulls that had been disinterred by the 

collected skeletal remains along the beach 

 Hastings and 

great success and the bones they collected 

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. 

remained unpublished. In his autobiography 

skeletons collected from the eroded beach 

represents a combination of the remains 

in the same summer, as Stefansson does 
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goods, all common features of Christian 
period cemetery burials at this time in 
Iceland.

also does not appear to be any cemetery 

 

closer to the cemetery boundaries, and 

from the church structure.
of segregating burials on these bases seems 
to have been discontinued in later parish 

 

intercut, or stacked vertically.  In some 

ones resulting in reburial of the older graves 

54

in the top right quadrant of the cemetery 

55

type of overlapping and intercutting of 
graves has also been seen at the roughly 
contemporary parish church cemetery of 

56

Reassembled

 Overall, 

generally contain a relatively small number 
th century 

 
Later medieval and Renaissance sites 

for the original map, some distances can be estimated by average burial length.  Areas labeled ‘rof’ 
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a previously unreported fact given the 
geographical and academic separation of 
the skeletal material.

cemetery use and church popularity, but also 
informs our understanding of the formation 
of the parish church system in medieval 
Iceland. Other contemporary cemeteries 
that display intercutting and overlapping 

thought to have transitioned from small 

churches.  It is possible that the church 

there are saga references to a possible farm 
on the island as early as the conversion to 

 
If this is the case, future archaeological 

unique opportunity to better understand 

data on the other hand can address the link 

centers and international economies such as 
64 

based churches to the later medieval parish 

the independence of churches from their 
65

from the tithe, especially if the secular 

church function.66 After the tithe, smaller 

ceased functioning as a burial location 

later parish churches.  What caused some 

to fall into disuse and others to succeed is 
the focus of several ongoing archaeological 

  

the increasing role of a maritime economy 
in medieval Iceland. With the remains 

 
and isotopic analysis  of the skeletal 

in addition to economic income.   High 

study concerning osteoarthritis in Iceland 
came to the conclusion that unusually high 

 Strontium 
isotope analysis of ten individuals from 

sites further inland.

Historically speaking, a saintly dedication 
to St. Nicholas is a frequent indicator of 

 As the patron saint of 

across the country.  Máldagar recording a 
place to dock ships
international trading post  only solidify the 

máldagar suggest the rights to nearby rivers 
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Conclusions

When serious erosive processes began to 

abandoned. Abandonment of the church 
and cemetery happened quickly and the 

  

readily visible on the surface of the beach.  
Subsequent removal of these remains in 

resulted in a distorted representation of the 

included in most publications. 

It is clear from bioarchaeological and 

landscape.  On the contrary it appears that 

fairly large regional community heavily 
engaged in the maritime economy, an 

North Atlantic and into Western Europe in 

Endnotes:

1

collection of medieval church charters (máldagar) 
referred to as the Diplomatarium Islandicum.  Citation 

.
.

4
5

6

annually, this results in the alteration of dates and 
details throughout the historical record.  

structures through remote sensing. 

.

.

.

priest and many parishioners, on the last Christmas 

.
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paleopathological analysis of the human remains from 

individuals are considered to have been born in 
Iceland. 

.

 JÁM V 

 JÁM V 
.

.

.

44
45

46

46.

54

55
56

Stefansson Collection, but the remains are not 
included in analysis or discussion. 

.
64
65

66 .
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