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INTRODUCTION
This descriptive analysis of the human remains here was conducted on-site during the
2010 summer excavation season at Skriðuklaustur, a medieval monastic site in east
Iceland. The following descriptions of each grave and also of the commingled and
disarticulated remains adheres to standard practice as outlined in Standards for Data

Collection from Human Skeletal Remains (Buikstra and Ubelaker, 1994) and those recommended by the British Assocation for Biological Anthropology and Archaeology and
the Institute for Archaeologists (2004).

GRAVE 52							
SKR-A-52								

									

General Comments

Age: 3-4 years
Sex: unknown

Preservation: >90%

A young child, 3-4 years of age as determined by the length of the
long bones (clavicle, femur, tibia), and dental eruption timing.
Pathology
Pitting on the right ribs as deep, smooth-walled lesions appeared
osteolytic. Aetiology was not entirely clear, however, likely causes
include pulmonary or pneumonic infection.

SKR-A-52: Above: The complete subadult remains. Below:
Lesions of the right ribs.
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GRAVE 158							
SKR-A-158								

									

Age: neonate

Sex: unknown

Preservation: 50%

General Comments

A neonate aged by measurements of the pars
basilaris and pars petrosa, and the length of the
clavicle. The skeletal elements were friable due
to poor preservation. There was some comingling of the ear ossicles with the neonate in
Grave 161 due to their close proximity in burial.

SKR-A-158: The complete neonate remains.

GRAVE 159					
SKR-A-159						

							

General Comments

Age: foetal/neonate
Sex: unknown

Preservation: <25%

Left: SKR-A-159: The extremely poor preservation of the neonate remains. Above: SKR-A-159:
The remains of unerupted dentition; maxillary
teeth are in the top row and mandibular teeth
below.

A very poorly preserved infant or foetus; both petrous bones were available and some of the
dentition as pictured above. Approximately 12 cranial fragments were recovered and very few
other elements were recognizable.
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GRAVE 160							
SKR-A-160								

									

General Comments:
This poorly preserved adult skeleton could
not be accurately sexed.
Wear patterns on the few remaining dentition would suggest an age of at least 25 +
years, but this is only tentatively put forward as Icelandic skeletal remains as of
yet have no means of ageing according to
dental wear patterns.

Age: adult

Sex: unknown

Preservation:<25%

SKR-A-160: The dentition recovered from these
remains.

GRAVE 161							
SKR-A-161								

									

Age: neonate

Sex: unknown

Preservation: 50%

Left: SKR-A-161: The complete skeleton. Centre: SKR-A-161
and SKR-A-158: Due to close proximity in burial, ear ossicles were commingled when recovered from the graves.
Below: SKR-A-161: The petrous bones.

General Comments

A moderately well-preserved neonate aged by the morphology and measurements of the sphenoid, petro-mastoid, the length of the pubis, and mandibular length and arch width. The ear
6
ossicles were commingled with those of Grave 159 (see SKR 159 above).

GRAVE 162							
SKR-A-162								

									

Age: foetal/neonate
Sex: unknown

Preservation: 50%

General Comments:
A very poorly preserved infant or foetus was recovered from this grave. Both petrous bones and an
unsided incus were recovered, as well as some deciduous tooth crowns.

SKR-A-162: The remains were very poorly preserved and almost unidentifiable.

GRAVE 163							
SKR-A-163								

									

Age: neonate

Sex: unknown

Preservation: >90%

SKR-A-163: The complete skeleton.

General Comments

A neonate aged by pars petrosa at 40 weeks and morphology of the unfused sphenoid wings,
also by length and other dimensions of post-cranial bones.

Pathology

Evidence of erosive osteomyelitis affected the C2-C7 vertebral bodies. This was most likely a
maternally-acquired infection.

SKR-A-163: C2-C7 vertebral bodies
with destructive lesions.
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GRAVE 164							
SKR-A-164								

									

Age: 1-3 months
Sex: unknown

Preservation: >90%

SKR-A-164: The complete skeleton.
General Comments:
An infant aged 1-3 months by the development of the sphenoid and petro-mastoid, and
the dimensions of the post-cranial skeleton. The vertebral column was not all recovered
though the remains were well preserved. The lower skeleton was largely missing except for
the right ischium and the right proximal femur. This burial possibly disturbed a previous
burial as there is a left rib fragment of an older child among the remains.

GRAVE 165							
SKR-A-165								

									

SKR-A-165: The complete skeleton.

Age: adult

Sex: unknown

Preservation: 25%

General Comments

This skeleton was recovered in very poor condition. The pelvis was partly
preserved but discarded as it crumbled entirely after lifting. Three long
bone fragments were noted as possibly humeral, and other long bone fragments were marked by the excavator. Many of the tarsals are also unidentified due to poor preservation. Based on the robusticity of the mastoid process, this skeleton is tentatively sexed as male. The few minor age-related
changes noted, such as at the temporo-mandibular joint, indicate a possible
middle adult. Most of the dentition was also recovered, and wear patterns
might indicate a middle adult, aged 25-45.

Pathology

Despite its friability, the temporals are preserved with evidence of bilateral
mastoiditis and changes to all three ossicles in the left ear. Only the right
incus was recovered but clear evidence of gross pathological change was
preserved. In a fragment of the right orbit some fine pitting, cribra orbitalia,
was observed.
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Left: SKR-A-165: Fine pitting
in the left orbit. Right: the
right incus, altered by chronic
otitis media.

GRAVE 167							
SKR-A-167								

									

General Comments

Age: adult
Sex: male

Preservation: 75%

This adult male was in a good state of preservation and a few pathological conditions were
identified. Strong musculature was evidenced
by the attachment sites on many long bones
including pronounced interosseous crests on
the fibulae, and erosion at the site of the biceps
bracchi and the deltoid tuberosities of the humeri. Slight mandibular and palatine tori were
scored as degree 1.
All dentition was complete, and fracture sites
of the left mandiblur M1 and M2 corresponded
to fractures of the enamel in the maxillary left
M2 and M3. Moderate calculus affected the
buccal surfaces of the lower and upper dentition.

Pathology

White globular masses on the ribs and lesions
of the ribs indicated the likely presence of
tuberculosis. Osteomyelitis affected the feet (in
some tarsals, first metatarsals and their phalanges), hands, and throughout the skeleton.
The atlas was also affected but the vertebrae
were not sufficiently preserved to identify
Pott’s Disease or kyphosis, usually strong
indicators for the presence of tuberculosis.
Osteomyelitis in the long bones was especially
evident at the proximal and distal ends, and at
muscular insertion sites.
The outer table of the cranial vault was not
well preserved but active porosity of the occipital received a score of 1. Bilateral mastoiditis was also noted and may have been related
to the tuberculous infection.

SKR-A-167: The complete skeleton.

9

Above: SKR-A-167: Mastoiditis
on the endocranial surface
of the left petro-mastoid as
small rounded lesions with a
regular margin (left of centre
in photo). The lesions at the
centre of the photo may be the
result of taphonomic damage
in a thin-walled area of the
bone.

GRAVE 280							
SKR-A-280								

									

Age: 16-18 years
Sex: male

Preservation: 75%

Above: SKR-A-.280: Despite disturbance by the burial of SKR-A-167, this skeleton was in relatively good condition.
calculus were minimal, and the third molars
were not fully erupted.

General Comments

The skeleton of a young adult male, aged 1618 years by dental eruption timing, fusion of
the epiphyses, and supported by auricular
surface ageing (score 1). The skull scored
strongly for male sex characteristics and was
supported in the pelvis only by the shape of
the greater sciatic notch.
Most of the dentition was preserved; although the left arch of the mandible was lost
post mortem all of the dentition were recovered. The maxilla was well represented with
all of the teeth present. Wear patterns and

Pathology

Mastoiditis in the temporals (auditory), and
osteomyelitis of the ribs, scapulae, vertebrae
and all long bones indicated a chronic general infection. Osteomyelitis had also contributed to the erosion of the biceps bracchi
of both humeri, and mild, healed, cribra
orbitalia was noted bilaterally.
Popliteal aneurysm at the distal right femur
left a lesion with an irregular margin at the
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Right: SKR-A-280: The right clavicle
(top) and the fractured left clavicle. Below Left: The adductor tubercle of the
right femur. Below Right: Examples of
osteomyelitis in the left ribs.

site of the adductor tubercle, indicating persistent
flexion of the knee. A strong popliteal line was also
noted on the tibia along with generally strong muscular expression throughout the skeleton.

SKR-A-280: Above Left: The maxilla and mandible.
Above Right: Healed cribra orbitalia in both orbits.
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GRAVE 168							
SKR-A-168								

									

General Comments

Age: 45+ years
Sex: female

Preservation: >90%

SKR-A-168: The complete, well-preserved skeleton.

A well preserved adult female was aged by
the auricular surface (stage 6) at approximately 45-50 years. Sex was determined by
the morphology of the skull and supported
by the greater sciatic notch of the pelvis. All
dentition was recovered with moderate wear
across the crowns of anterior teeth and mild
wear of the premolars and molars. Fracture
sites were noted at at the mandibular left
premolars and M2, and the right premolars,
and the maxillary left M1 and canine, and the
right canine and lateral incisor. The minimal
to moderate levels of dental wear could signal
a younger age than that suggested by the
auricular surface.

Pathology

Early signs of osteoarthritis and degenerative
joint disease included surface osteophytes on
the proximal radius, the left acetabulum of
the pelvis and the femoral heads. These and
the enthesopathies of the patellae indicated
strong muscular expression due to activity
throughout life. Bilateral fusion of a distal
phalanx and a medial phalanx in the feet
could be related to occupational activity or
simply an individual trait.

SKR-A-168: The maxilla and mandible.
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GRAVE 169							
SKR-A-169								

									

Age: 50+ years
Sex: male

Preservation: >90%

General Comments

A well preserved adult male skeleton with
evidence of degenerative changes, and
pathological changes due to syphillitic
infection.

Pathology

SKR-A-169: The complete, well-preserved
skeleton.

SKR-A-169: Faint, early traces of caries sicca
on the left parietal.

In the nasal aperture, expansion of the
middle nasal turbinates (concha), especially the right side, appeared as a globular
aerated shape rather than a flatter curve.
This expansion can occur due to increased
respiration and therefore increased airflow aerating the turbinates because of a
cold, or even simply hayfever symptoms.
General arthritis was noted throuhgout
the skeleton, including some instances
of degenerative joint disease, and strong
muscular expression overall.
In the vertebrae, compression fractures of
L4 and L5 were likely related to occupation as was the lateral compression of T2
and T1 above with associated periostitis.
Enthesophytes at linea asperae of the
femurs and the tibial anterior crests, with
extensive enthesopathies on the patellae
indicate repetitive flexion and high levels
of activity in the legs. Lesions in both knee
joints of the femurs and tibiae may have
been exacerbated by repetitive stress.
In the upper skeleton, eburnation at the
top of left radius, lipping at the circumference of the ulnar notches, distal humeri
and humeral heads, and arthritis in the
hands indicated a great degree of occupational stress. More pronounced lipping on
the left humeral head suggested a difference in the pattern of use to the right side.
The rugged appearance of the clavicular
tuberosities was possibly exacerbated by
infection. A small punched-in lesion in the
posterior calcaneus, with some woven
bone visible resulted from occupational
stress.
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SKR-A-169: The mandible and maxilla.

A fracture of the right foot navicular and
secondary arthritis would have caused
some pain and discomfort; the navicular
did not heal and remained bipartite.
Syphillis, evidenced by osteomyelitis of
the tibiae, and caries sicca in early stages
on the skull, also caused osteomyelitis of
the scapular acromion and all long bones.

SKR-A-169: The fractured right navicular compared to the left navicular. Both
have lipping at the margins.

SKR-A-169: The right and left distal femurs
and the corresponding surfaces of the right
and left proximal tibiae, with lesions indicative of stress in the joints.

SKR-A-169: Lateral compression of T1
and T2 vertebrae.

SKR-A-169: Enlarged middle nasal
turbinates.
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GRAVE 170							
SKR-A-170								

									

General Comments
A partially recovered adult skeleton was only
represented by the skull including the mandible,
dentition, right shoulder including the clavicle,
scapula humerus. Green staining on the ribs
resulted from copper clothing hooks. Occupational stress was evidenced by the clavicles,
with periostitis at the deltoid attachment sites.
In the dentition the 3rd molars were erupted in
the maxilla and the mandible. However M3s in
the maxilla were not in occlusion as the crowns
had rotated to face buccally. A metopic suture
persisted through the frontal as did lambdoid
ossicles at the occipital and parietal sutures. A
rough estimate of age at death based loosely on
cranial suture closure patterns and dental wear
would suggest that this individual was older than
25 years at the time of death.
Pathology
Osteomyelitis affected the right ribs 4-7, with
some fusiform expansion of the rib shafts. The
aetiology for this infection is however unclear.
Some periostitis was also noted in the glenoid

Age: 25+ years
Sex: male

Preservation: 25%

fossa of the right shoulder girdle, which
may be related to general functional stress
or may be an early indicator of the spread
of the infection. Cribra orbitalia (healed)
in the orbits indicated a possible nutritional
deficit perhaps influenced by the general
infection. Some fracture sites were noted on
the well-worn dentition.

SKR-A-170: The maxilla and mandible
where the maxillary M3s have rotated
so that the crown faces buccally.
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SKR-A-170: Cribra orbitalia (healed), with the metopic suture visible on the frontal.

Left: SKR-A-170: Lambdoid ossicles at
the occipital and parietal sutures.

GRAVE 171							
SKR-A-171								

									

Age: adult

Sex: unknown			
Preservation: 25%

General Comments:
Tibulae, fibulae, patellae and some tarsals were
the only elements preserved, with a right MT5.
Other than confirming that all epiphyses were fused
and therefore these remains belonged to an adult,
very little else could be indicated by this partially
preserved skeleton.
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GRAVE 173							
SKR-A-173								

									

Age: foetal/neonate
Sex: unknown

Preservation: <25%

The uncalcified and unerupted tooth
crowns of this foetus or neonate were in
very poor condition. These were the only
identifiable remains of a badly deteriorated subadult skeleton and no other information could be attained.

GRAVE 179							
SKR-A-179								

									

Age: 23-25 years
Sex: female

Preservation: >90%

SKR-A-179: A complete,
well-preserved adult
skeleton.

General Comments:
Based on sexing of the pelvis and the skull,
this adult skeleton was classed as female.
Epiphyseal fusion of the long bones and other
skeletal elements indicated a likely age of
23-25 years of age. The 3rd molars had also
erupted but already featured some wear, an
augumentary indicator of age. However, the
M1s and M2s were significantly more worn.
As a non-metric trait, minimal palatine tori
were present. Fractures in the teeth particularly affected the maxillary incisors, but were
also present elsewhere in the maxilla and
mandible.
Other features of the skeleton manifested
marks of strong muscular development prob-

ably due to occupational activity. This
included strong muscular expression
and erosion at both biceps bracchi. The
clavicles were also strongly angulated in
shape due to use of the musculature, and
the deltoid attachments were rugged.

Pathology
In the lower skeleton, evidence of
occupational activity leant more towards
the range of pathological features than
those in the upper skeleton, though in
some cases still non-specific. To this end,
periostitis was noted on the tibiae, and
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Above: SKR-A-179: L4 sits above L5 to
exhibit the difference in body height and
angulation of the alae due to a fracture
of L5.

SKR-A-179: Secondary arthritis on the
articular facets of L5, shown here with
the first sacral segment.

present faintly on the femurs. In the vertebral
column, a compression fracture disrupted the
transverse body of the last lumbar vertebrae (L5)
with secondary arthritis present. In the right foot,
fusion of a distal and middle right foot phalanx,
and a puncture lesion on base of first proximal
phalanx could also be related to repetitive trauma
such as that caused by an occupation or some
form of habitual activity.

SKR-A-179: The mandible and maxilla.
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GRAVE 180							
SKR-A-180								

									

Above: SKR-A-180: The complete skeleton.
General Comments:
This skeleton belonged to a subadult
individual verging on adulthood. All of the
permanent dentition were erupted with
minimal wear, including the M3s with nil
wear. Based on skeletal fusion stages, and
the many epiphyses of this skeleton that
had not yet fused to the metaphyses, age
was concluded to be in the range of 16-18
years.

Age: 16-18 years

Sex: male 				
Preservation: >90%

Bilateral suprascapular notches characterised
the shoulder blades, and a septal aperture of
the right humerus were among the non-metric
traits noted. Well-developed musculature
was represented by strong linea asperae in the
femurs and some bowing of the femoral diaphyses, and humeral biceps bracchi with strong
deltoid attachments of the clavicles indicate
upper as well as lower body muscular use (occupational stress). There were no other indicators of stress such as an infection or sudden
trauma.
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