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Urtak 
Toftanes er ein bóndagarður úr víkingatíð í bygdini 
-eirvík í Eysturoy. Utgrevstrar í 1980-árunum vístu fýra 
bygningar, fleiri túsund fundir og kolevni 14-dagfest-
ingar, sum møguliga rukku aftur í níggjundu øld e.Kr. 
Hetta er fyrsti garður úr landnáminum í vfkingatíð, sum 
er útgrivin í síni heild í Føroyum. Flogsáð og skordýr í 
lívrunnum leivdum í gólvløgum vórðu greinað í eini 
roynd at endurskipa, hvussu jørðin hevur verið nýtt í 
^ambandi við garðin og landslagið sum heild. 

Tafonomi av setløgunum og steinrenningarnar í 
teimum hava tvørleikar við sær, tá ið úrslitini skulu tulk-
ast. Tað er tó greitt, at eitt opið landslag yvirhøvur varð 
nýtt til beiti, men flogsáð av korni er eisini at síggja. 
Skordýrafaunan er gátufør, við tað at hon vísir sera veik 
antropogenisk tekn, tó at hon sýnir eyðsýnd tekn um 
antropokor gróðrarøki. I framtíðini fara fornvistfrøði-
Hgar rannsóknir at fevna um nógv fleiri royndir og 
greiningar av fræ. 

Abstract 
Toftanes is a Viking age farmstead in the coastal village 
of Leirvík, Eysturoy. Excavations in the 1980s revealed 
four buildings, thousands of finds and radiocarbon dates 
which extend back to perhaps the 9th century AD. This 
is the first complex farmstead of the Viking Age land-
nám settlement to have been completely excavated in 
the Faroe Islands. Organic remains from floor layers 
were subjected to pollen and insect analyses in an effort 
to reconstruct land use associated with the farm and the 
widerlandscape. 

The taphonomy of the deposits and their contained 
fossils presents diffículties for the interpretation of re-
sults. It is clear, however, that a mainly open landscape 
was associated with a largely pastoral economy, but ce-
real-type pollen is also present. The insect faunas are 
enigmatic in showing a very muted anthropogenic sig-
nature, yet one which displays obvious signs of anthro-
pochorous habitats. Future palaeoecological research 
will include the investigation of many more samples and 
the analyses of seeds. 

Fróðskaparrit 46. bók 1998: 229-244 

mailto:k.j.edwards@sheffield.ac.uk


2 3 0 LANDSCAPES AT LANDNAM: PALYNOLOGICAL AND 
PALAEOENTOMOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FROM TOFTANES; FAROE ISLANDS 

Fig. 1. The location ofToftanes 
Mynd l.Støðukort. 

Introđuction 
The farm site at Toftanes was excavated by 
Steffen Stummann Hansen between 1982 
and 1987 and represented the fírst time that 
a comprehensive excavation of a Viking 
age farmstead and its outbuildings had tak-
en place in the Faroe Islands. The character 
of the site and its archaeology are outlined, 
and the greater part of the paper is then giv-
en over to a presentation and discussion of 
preliminary palaeoecological (pollen and 
insects) findings from the site. 

Toftanes: site and excavation 
Topography 
Toftanes is a Viking-age site in the modern 
village of Leirvík on the east coast of the is-

land of Eysturoy (Fig. 1). The excavation 
covered four contemporary buildings of a 
farmstead which was located on the south 
side of a small stream, Matará, which de-
scends from the slopes of Ritufjall (640 m). 
The location conforms with the 'primary 
Norse farmstead' model for Shetland and 
Norway (Small, 1969; Stummann Hansen, 
1996), with (1) its access to the sea, (2) fair-
ly flat well-drained land suitable for the 
construction of a farmstead and the poten-
tial for some grain cultivation (infield), and 
(3) extensive grazing areas (outfield). In 
any approach through Leirvíkfjørður, this 
shallow embayment, backed by a great am-
phitheatre of potential grazing and other re-
sources, would have probably been the 
most attractive location to Norse settlers. 

Excavation 
Work at the site became paramount in 1982 
with the announcement of a programme of 
road building. Toftanes was one of three an-
cient settlements (byling-farms: the others 
are Við Garð and Uttan Á; Arge, 1997) in 
the village. An area of some 900 m2 was 
excavated under the aegis of Føroya Forn-
minnissavn (The Faroese National Muse-
um) under the direction of Steffen Stum-
mann Hansen. Work took place annually 
between 1982 and 1987, and represented a 
total of two years excavation. 

The buildings 
Salient features of the four buildings at Tof-
tanes (Fig. 2) may be summarized as fol-
lows (Stummann Hansen, 1988; 1989; 
1991): 
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Fig. 2. Aerial photogmph oflhe site during excavation, showing thefour huildings. 
Mynd 2. Loftmynd av økinum undir útgrevstrinum, sum vísir teir fýra bygningarnar. 

Building 1. 13x4 m internal dimensions. 5 
m above the present shoreline. This build-
ing differs from the others in having single 
thickness stone-built walls and no apparent 
turf construction; wind could blow easily 
through the construction. The entrance was 
on the south and the northwestern part of 
the building had been eroded by the stream 
in earlier times. The building is interpreted 
as an outhouse, but this is uncertain. 

House II. Approximately 20x5 m internal 
dimensions. It has curved walls, lm in di-
ameter, stone-built inner and outer walls 
with courses of turf which made it more 
windproof. There were five pairs of roof 

posts, and a central fíretrench nearly 5 m 
long. The entrance was on the north and the 
west end of the building had been eroded 
by the stream. The eastern end appears to 
have contained a byre. There were many 
drains, some stone-built, under the floor 
layers. The building is interpreted as a 
dwelling house. 

House XI. This is a small building, 12 m2 in 
area. The west side was probably a wooden 
wall. Function unknown, but perhaps an 
additional outhouse. 

House XII. A small building of dimensions 
5x3 m. The west and east sides may have 
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been wooden. The floor was paved with flat 
stones covered with thick layers of ashes 
and charcoal. There was a small stone-built 
ember-pit at the east end. The building is 
interpreted as a fire-house (= kitchen). 

A paved staircase joins buildings I and II. 
Building II appears also to be linked to XI 
and XII by an entrance to the south. The 
four buildings are all part of same farm-
stead. I and II were built first and XI and 
XII added later. 

Finds 
Thousands of finds were retrieved, espe-
cially from the floor layers of the buildings. 
There were more than 700 objects of 
steatite (soapstone), a material unknown in 
Faroe, but it was quarried in Norway and 
Shetland. Objects included bowl fragments 
and saucepans of west Norwegian types, 
spindle whorls, line and net-sinkers of 
Norse type. Local (Faroese) stone (tuff and 
basalt) was used for spindle whorls, loom 
weights and line or net sinkers. There were 
hones and querns of schist, a rock type un-
known in Faroe. An arm ring/bracelet of jet 
probably came from England or Scotland. 

Few metal objects were unearthed, but 
included a bronze brooch of Scandinavian 
type, two ringed pins (also known from Ire-
land, Isle of Man, mainland Scotland, He-
brides, Orkney, Iceland, Newfoundland) 
and from one other Faroese location (Tjør-
nuvfk). 

Wooden objects were preserved in huge 
numbers. Many were waste material from 
building construction but several artefacts 
were also found, e.g. a door plank with a 

carved wooden handle, spindle whorls, a 
box, counting sticks, model boats, bowls, 
spoons, a gaming board, and barrel staves. 
Preliminary identification of wooden ob-
jects shows Quercus (oak), Picea abies 
(spruce), Pinus sylvestris (Scots pine), 
Corylus avellana (hazel), Larix (larch), 
Sambucus (elder), Betula (birch) and Alnus 
(alder). Much of this wood, where not drift-
wood, would have been imported or re-
used. Driftwood unsuitable for boats or 
roof supports could also be used for fuel. 

There was a total of more than 100 m of 
cords (in lengths up to 2 m) made of twined 
juniper (Juniperus communis) branches, in-
cluding a rope tied to a roofing stone 
(Stummann Hansen, 1989;Larsen, 1990). 

The acid soil conditions at Toftanes 
would not have been conducive to the sur-
vival of bone, and there is no surviving 
bone artefact industry, a contrast with as-
semblages from Orkney and Shetland. 
Burnt bones include those of sheep (domi-
nant) and a few bones of cow and pig. The 
absence of skeletal material extended to 
fish remains. This may be as much a recov-
ery problem as preservational, in that mate-
rial would need to be sieved. It is not possi-
ble to say whether fishing played a major 
role in the economy of Viking-age Tof-
tanes, although, as noted above, line or net 
sinkers were present at the site. 

Dating 
On the basis of the finds, the settlement has 
been dated to the Viking (= Early Norse) 
period and this is corroborated for house I 
by three radiocarbon dates which provide a 
calibrated date spread of AD 870-1020 (1 
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Lab. Date (un-
code cal. AD) 
K-4441 865±65 
K-4442 835+65 
K-4443 800±50 

Date 
(cal AD; 1 a) 

890(980) 1020 
880 (900) 1010 
870(890) 970 

Date 
(cal AD; 2 a) 

810(980) 1040 
780 (900) 1030) 
780(890) 1010 

Table 1. Radiocarbon datesfrom House 1, Toftanes. 
The calibrations for these dates are expressed as one 
standard deviation ranges and the central date is 
shown in parentheses (Stuiver and Pearson, 1993; 
calculated using the program Calib v.3.0.3 [Stuiver 
and Reimer, 1993]; all dates rounded to the nearest 
10 years). 
Talva 1. Kolevni 14-dagfestingar úr húsi 1 á Tofta-
nesi. Kalibreringarnar fyri hesum dagfestingunum 
eru vístar sum eitt standard fráviksøki, og middags-
festingin er víst í klombrum (Stuiver og Pearson, 
1993; útroknað við forritinum Calib v. 3.0.3 [Stuiver 
og Reimer, 19931; allar dagfestingar rundaðar til tey 
næstu 10 árini). 

sigma) and AD 780-1040 (2 sigma) (Table 
1). The unweighted central mean date for 
all three samples is AD 920. The shape and 
construction of the buildings fits very well 
with the pattern of Norse building styles in 
the North Atlantic and the topographical 
situation not only fits Small's model, but is 
identical to that of the Viking-age sites of 
Niðri á Toft at Kvívík (Dahl, 1951) and 
nearby Við Gjógvará m Fuglafjørður (Dahl, 
1958; 1970). 

The Faroese Norse landnám is assumed 
on literary grounds (Færeyinga saga [The 
Saga ofthe Faroe Islanders] ca AD 1200 
[Halldórsson, 1987]) to date to ca AD 800 
(Debes, 1990). The radiocarbon dates from 
Toftanes are the earliest known for any 
buildings in the Faroe Islands. 

The Viking-age North Atlantic seems to 
be largely aceramic (cf. Crawford, 1979), 
with local pottery appearing in the Later 
Norse period and the earlier phase, as at 

Toftanes, typifíed by imported steatite ob-
jects. 

The name Toftanes could be interpreted 
as a primary one, thus indicating that de-
serted buildings ('toftir') were at the ness at 
the time of the Norse arrival (Irish hermits 
or early Norse raiders/settlers). It is as like-
ly, however, to be a secondary name, sug-
gesting that the farmstead became deserted 
after the Viking period, but before the 16th 
century, when the name appears in written 
sources. This conjecture is supported by the 
absence of excavated Late Norse objects 
and the survival intact of other objects 
(wooden bowls, metalwork, line sinkers, 
querns) which were simply abandoned. 

The late Jóhannes Jóhansen (1971; 1979, 
1987) argued on palynological grounds that 
the human occupation of Faroe stemmed 
from pre-Norse times. If this were accept-
ed, then Toftanes would not equate to a 
landnám farmstead, or not as far as Faroe 
was concerned. There is no archaeological 
support for this (Arge 1997), and this is not 
the place to enter the debate, but readers are 
referred to Debes (1990), Hansom and 
Briggs (1990), Buckland (1992), and Buck-
land etal. (this volume). 

Samplingfor palaeoecology, laboratory 
methods and the presentation ofresults 
Samples for pollen analysis were taken by 
Jóhannes Jóhansen in 1985. Ten samples 
came from the deposits in the area between 
buildings I and II (Figs 2 and 3; Table 2). 
The strata here are very complex and con-
sist of a mixture of organic and minero-
genic material. The organic material is as-
sumed to possibly represent domestic and 
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Fig. 3. Pollen diagram (% TLPjfor the sample contexts between houses Iand II. • = <2% TLP 
Mynd 3. Strikumynd (% TLP) av samanhangi millum flogsáððroyndir í húsi I og II. • = < 2 % TLP. 
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byre refuse; the minerogenic may comprise 
stream-borne deposits laid down in times of 
flood. Two further samples correspond to 
samples S1563 and S1622 which were tak-
en for entomological study and come from 
outside of house II, and the supposed floor 
layer of the byre at the end of house II re-
spectively (Table 3). Pollen samples were 
prepared using standard NaOH, HCl, HF 
and acetolysis procedures (Faegri and 
Iversen, 1989) and concentrates were 
mounted in silicone oil of 12,500 cSt vis-
cosity. Pollen data expressed as percent-
ages of total land pollen (TLP) are present-
ed in Figures 3 and 4. Pollen nomenclature 
follows Bennett (1994) and plant nomen-
clature is based on Flora Europaea as ex-
emplified by Stace (1997) and informed by 
Hansen (1966) and lóhansen (1985). Mi-
croscopic charcoal was measured by the 
point count method of Clark (1982). 

The contexts of samples for palaeoento-
mological study are summarised in Table 3 
together with the archaeological interpreta-
tion of the sample layers. Six five litre sam-
ples have been analysed so far, and these 
were processed using the standard tech-
nique of disaggregation and paraffm flota-
tion (Coope and Osborne, 1968). The re-
sulting insect remains were identified using 
modern reference material and the identi-
fied taxa are listed in Table 4. 

Pollen analysis 
The first thing that needs to be said about 
the pollen data from Toftanes is that they 
cannot be interpreted like a normal pollen 
profile from a peat or lake profíle. The de-
posits from the site are assumed to repre-

Pollen 
samplt 

1 
2 

3 
4 

5 

6 

7 

8 
9 

10 

Con-
text 
BC 
BB 

AZ 
BA 

IX) 

l-'Y 

FX 

GH 
GE 

GG 

Description 
Light green gravel layer with many cobbles. 
Compact yellowish-brown homogcnous 
peat layer containing wood and wood chips. 
Green-brown gravel layer with cobbles. 
Homogenous. moisl humus containing plant 
remains, yellowish-brown. 
Dark greenish-grey compact gravel layer 
containing cobbles. 
Gritty gravel layer, brownish-ycllow in 
colour. 
Sandy moss laycr containing somc wood. 
dark greyish in colour. 
Compact grey gravel 
Moss layer containing wood, teeth and burni 
bone, dark brown 
Moist moss/peat layer, dark brown in 
colour. 

Table 2. Contexts for pollen samples from between 
building l and house II. 
Talva 2. Sambandið millum flogsáð-royndir millum 
hús I og hús II. 

sent a mixture of materials from the habita-
tion site, the infield and the outfield. By the 
same token, the pollen will derive from 
these potentially spatially and chronologi-
cally varied samples. It cannot be assumed 
that the pollen component from normal aer-
ial deposition, contemporaneous with the 
settlement and coming from on- and imme-
diately off-site vegetational sources, vvill 
predominate. Combine this with pollen car-
ried on feet and hoofs, and it will be appar-
ent that archaeopalynology is fraught with 
taphonomic difficulties (Dimbleby, 1985). 
Short of radiocarbon-dating every sample 
(which itself would be a suspect activity 
given the possible mixed materials from 
within each context), then a strong note of 
caution must qualify any interpretations of 
the pollen. The taphonomic problems of the 
insect fossils are somewhat different 
(Buckland et al. 1991), with faunas living 
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Taxon 

Trichopterajndet. 
Coleoptera 
Carabidae 

S 
1345 

S 
1376 

S 
1563 

S 
1581 

S 
1621 

S 
1622 

Nebria rufescens (Strom.) 
Notiophilus biguttatus (F.) 
Trechus obtusus Er. 
Patrobus septentrionis (Dej.) 
Pterostichus diligens (Strm.) 
P. adstrictus Esch. 

1 
4 
1 

1 
1 
3 4 

2 
1 

1 
1 
3 

2 

I 

2 
Dytiscidae 
Hydroporus palustris (L.) 
H. pubescens (Gyll.) 
Hydroporus sp. 1 

2 
15 

2 
Hydrophilidae 
Helophorusflavipes (F.) 
Cercyon littoralis (Gyll.) 
C. haemorrhoidalis (F.) 
C. analis (Payk.) 
Megasternum boletophagum (Marsh.) 
Anacaena globulus (Payk.) 

1 

4 
1 

5 
2 

9 

7 
4 

4 

2 

6 
2 

1 

1 
2 
1 

Ptiliidae 
Ptenidium punctatum (Gyll.) 4 
Staphylinidae 
Omalium laeviusculum Gvll. 
O. rivulare (Payk.) 
Omalium sp. 
Xytodromus concinnus (Marsh.) 
Olophrum fuscum (Grav.) 
Lesteva heeri Fauv. 
L. longoelytrata Goez. 
Stenus spp. 
Lathrobium brunnipes (F.) 
Othius punctulatus (Goez.) 
0. angustus Steph. 
Philonthus cephalotes (Grav.) 
P. fimentarius (Grav.) 
Philonthus sp. 
Quedius mesomelinus (Marsh.) 
Q. curtipennis Bernh. 
Q. umbrinus Er. 
Q. boops (Grav.) group 
Quedius sp. 
Tachinus signatus Grav. 
Atheta (s.l.) sp. 
Aleocharinae gen. indet. 

Elateridae 
Hypnoidus riparius (F.) 

4 
1 
1 

1 
2 
1 
1 

18 
I 

1 
1 

1 

2 

1 

6 

1 

3 
1 
1 
1 

15 

1 

1 

1 
7 

2 
3 
1 
3 
8 
1 
1 

13 

1 
1 

2 

1 

13 
1 

1 

5 
2 

1 

6 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

2 
4 
3 

5 

1 
1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

3 

1 
3 

2 

Byrrhidae 
Simplocaria semistriata (F.) 1 3 2 1 1 
Cryptophagidae 
Cryptophagus cf dentatus 1 1 2 

Scarabaeidae 
Aphodius tapponum Gyil. 
Curculionidae 
Apion haematodes Kirby 
Otiorhynchus arcticus (F.) 
O. nodosus (Mttll.) 
Tropiphorus obtusus (Bons.) 
Notaris aethiops (F.) 
Micrelus ericae (Gyll.) 

1 
2 

1 

1 

1 

1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 
1 

Table 4. Insect remains from Toftanes House II. Talva 4. Skordýraleivdir úr húsi II á Toftanesi. 
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Fig. 4. Pollen diagram (%> total landpollen) for beetle sample contexts S1563 (=1) and SI622 (=2). • = <2% TLP 
Mynd 4. Flogsáðstrikumynd (% av øllum landflogsáð) av samanhangi millum klukkuroyndirnar S1563 (= 1) og 
S1622(=2). - = < 2 % T L P . 

within and and around the buildings being 
mixed with taxa imported in peat to the site. 

A vital procedure is to attempt to discern 
'order' within the fossil record. In the case 
of both the pollen and the insects this is ar-
guably present. Figure 3 shows that the 
pollen spectra from the inter-building sam-
ples are dominated by Poaceae (grass fam-
ily), Calluna vulgaris (heather) and Cyper-
aceae (sedge family). These are character-
istically dominant taxa of peatlands. The 
presence of Lamiaceae (cf. Thymus poly-
trichus, wild thyme), Potentilla-type (tor-
mentil), Trifolium-type (clover), Rumex 
acetosa (common sorrel), Ranunculus 
acris-type (cf. meadow buttercup), Planta-
go lanceolata (ribwort plantain), Cerasti-
wm-type (chickweed/stitchwort) and, of 
course, Poaceae and Cyperaceae, is to be 
expected in both dry and damp grasslands. 
Wetter areas are reflected by the pollen of 
Caltha palustris (marsh marigold), Cyper-
aceae and the spores of Equisetum (horse-
tail) and Sphagnum (bog moss). 

Agricultural activity, and especially 
grazing, may be denoted by many of the 
grassland taxa. Cultivation is suggested by 
the pollen of Cerealia-type (where classifi-
able, this was referable to Hordeum-type 
[cf. barley]). There is no distinctive pres-
ence of the pollen of arable weed taxa and 
it seems likely that arable crops were of mi-
nor importance. 

There is little in the way of wood or 
shrub pollen. Betula (birch) and Salix (wil-
low) are best represented. The birch would 
seem to derive from tree (cf. B. pubescens) 
rather than dwarf (B. nana) species on the 
basis of pollen size measurements; tree 
birch macrofossils have been found in peat 
at Eiðisvatn (Mahler, 1991; Malmros, 
1990, 1994). If locally present, birch was 
probably located beyond the outfield of 
Toftanes. The same would apply to any ju-
niper (Juniperus communis) which, like 
willow, does not produce great quantities of 
pollen. This may mean that any local wood-
land present at the time of landnám was 
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Sample Context 

S1345 LayerFK 

S1376 LayerGK 

S1563 LayerEP 

S1581 LayerAN 

51621 LayerFV 

51622 LayerEU 

Description 
Outside House II, phase 1. 9th-10th 
century. 
Outside House II, phase 1. 9th-10th 
century. 
On old surface outside House II, a 
peaty layer with wooden items and 
wood waste, beneath buildings XI 
and XII, phase 1, 9th-10th century. 
Supposed layer from demolition of 
House II - material from walls or 
roof ? Phase I/II, 9th-l lth century. 
From byre end of House II, floor or 
soil from walls, phase 1, 9th-1 Oth 
century. 
From byre end of House II, supposed 
floor layer, phase 1, 9th-10th 
century. 

Table 3. Archaeological contexts ofinsect samples. 
Talva 3. Fornfrøðilig tíðarfesting av skordýra-
royndunum. 

quickly removed and surviving arboreal el-
ements (e.g. the Juniperus necessary for the 
production of juniper ropes) must have 
been protected from grazing animals or 
must have been otherwise inaccessible to 
them (e.g. on talus or cliff faces slopes). 
The other arboreal taxa are probably a 
wind-blown long distance component. An 
exception could be Corylus avellana-type 
(hazel); hazel nut shells were found at Tof-
tanes and both hazel nuts and wood were 
found at the shieling site of Argisbrekka 
beside Eiðisvatn (Malmros, 1994). 

Can the patterning interpreted from the 
pollen data be taken further? This would 
represent an additional level of abstraction 
given the caveats already entered regarding 
sample taphonomy. What cannot be ig-
nored in Figure 3 is that the pollen spectra 
are behaving in an apparently structured 
fashion, with high Poaceae (contexts 9, 10) 

giving way to expansions in Cyperaceae, 
Lamiaceae, Caltha and Rumex acetosa 
(contexts 6-8), charcoal (contexts 4-7), and 
a resurgence of Poaceae (contexts 1-5). 
Speculatively it might be advanced that 
there was an initial episode, perhaps coeval 
with early occupation at Toftanes, of graz-
ing and small-scale cereal cultivation. This 
could have resulted in over-grazing (de-
creased flowering of grasses) or even some 
abandonment as other plants (e.g. sedges, 
thyme, sorrel) invaded formerly grazed ar-
eas. A successful effort may then have been 
made to re-intensify use of the land and 
more charcoal was produced (either from 
burning of the land surface to encourage the 
renewed spread of grass, and/or as a prod-
uct of more domestic activity); this latest 
phase might also have seen further barley 
cultivation. 

Nothing has so far been said about the 
pollen samples corresponding to those tak-
en for insect analyses. The pollen spectra 
(Fig. 4) are dominated by Poaceae, Calluna 
vulgaris, Cyperaceae and Potentilla-type 
and they contain small amounts of Cere-
alia-type pollen. They are so similar to the 
assemblages evident in Figure 4, that there 
is no obvious justification for interpreting 
them separately. 

The insect faunas 
Preliminary analysis of samples associated 
with building II, the Norse longhouse, has 
been directed towards elucidating the na-
ture of the landscape in the 9th to 1 Oth cen-
turies and any evidence for use of the build-
ing. The house (Fig. 2) is orientated south-
east-northwest, with a central fire trench in 
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