
Archaeology NowNo. 5	 2025

Hidden Maps, Hidden 
Landscapes: A Report on 
Fieldwork in Vatnhverfi, 

Greenland
Rowan Jackson



Archaeology Now

Archaeology Now (ISSN 2771-2125) is published by the Eagle Hill Institute. Mailing Address: PO Box 9, 59 Eagle Hill Road, Steuben, 
ME 04680-0009. Phone: 207-546-2821 Ext. 4. E-mail: office@eaglehill.us. Website: eaglehill.us/anow. Copyright © 2025, all rights 
reserved. Published on an article by article basis. Archaeology Now is an open access journal. Authors: Submission guidelines are avail-
able at eaglehill.us/anow. Co-published journals: The Journal of the North Atlantic, Northeastern Naturalist, Southeastern Naturalist, 
Caribbean Naturalist, and Eastern Paleontologist, and other journals, each with a separate Board of Editors. The Eagle Hill Institute is a 
tax exempt 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation of the State of Maine (Federal ID # 010379899). 

Board of Editors

Kathryn Catlin, Dept. of Chemistry and 
Geosciences, Jacksonville State University, 
Jacksonville, AL • Journal Co-Editor

Grace Marie Cesario, School of Humanities, 
University of Iceland, Reykjavík • Journal 
Co-Editor

Joerg-Henner Lotze, Eagle Hill Institute, 
Steuben, ME • Publisher

Anthony Newton, School of Geosciences, 
University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, Scotland, 
UK

Brenda Prehal, Eagle Hill Institute, Steuben, ME 
• Journal Co-Editor

Chase Uy, Eagle Hill Institute, Steuben, ME • 
Production Editor

♦ Archaeology Now (ISSN 2771-2125) is a new 
journal that publishes peer reviewed photo essays 
that provide significant academically-rigorous 
interim updates from ongoing excavations prior 
to the publication of a final report or research 
papers, or overviews of isolated "finds". Retro-
spective highlights in photo essay format of al-
ready-published research are also considered for 
publication. All submissions should be presented 
in an authoritative public service format that is of 
interest to all who are curious to learn more about 
archaeology. All photos have detailed captions.
♦ It is an open access journal that follows an arti-
cle-by-article online publication model for rapid 
availability to a global audience.
♦ Indexing - Archaeology Now is a young journal 
whose indexing at this time is by way of author 
self-entries in Google Scholar and Researchgate. 
Its indexing coverage is expected to become com-
parable to that of the Institute's first 3 journals 
(Journal of the North Atlantic, Northeastern Nat-
uralist, and Southeastern Naturalist) These 3 
journals are included in full-text in BioOne.org 
and JSTOR.org and are indexed in Web of Sci-
ence (clarivate.com) and EBSCO.com.
♦ The journal co-editors and staff are pleased to 
discuss ideas for manuscripts and to assist during 
all stages of manuscript preparation. The journal 
currently does not have any publication charges. 
Instructions for Authors are available online on 
the journal’s website (eaglehill.us/anow).
♦ It is co-published with the Journal of the North 
Atlantic, Northeastern Naturalist, Southeastern 
Naturalist, Caribbean Naturalist, Eastern Pale-
ontologist, and other journals.
♦ It is available online in full-text version on the 
journal's website (eaglehill.us/anow). Arrange-
ments for inclusion in other databases are being 
pursued.

Cover Photograph: The cover image shows Vatnahverfi in Southwest Greenland. The image looks southeast over the 
lakes and upland pastures towards the Greenland Ice Sheet in the distance. Photograph taken by Rowan Jackson in 
2016.

The research in this article was supported by:

North Atlantic 
Biocultural Organization



Archaeology Now
R. Jackson

2025 No. 5

1

ARCHAEOLOGY NOW2025 5:1–11

Hidden Maps, Hidden Landscapes: 
A Report on Fieldwork in Vatnhverfi, Greenland

Archaeological survey work in the Vatnahverfi district of Southern Greenland was con-
ducted in July 2016. Archaeological surveys are conducted to identify human activity with-
in the landscape, such as dwellings, worked materials and modified landscape features. 
This article covers a ground-truthing exercise where predicted pathways between existing 
Norse farm sites in southern Greenland were followed and key landscape features and 
sites observed. This method discovered new sites, though predictive models were limited 
by inclusion of vegetation data and knowledge of local livestock management practices.

Geographical information systems (GIS) are an essential tool in archaeology. Spatial 
analysis allows the reconstruction of sites and landscapes (Madsen 2014), georef-

erencing site surveys in online databases (Strawhacker et al. 2015), and the modelling 
of movement, trade, and mobility across landscapes of the past (Conolly and Lake 2006, 
d’Alpoim Guedes et al. 2016, Gillings and Goodrick 1996). Settlement and topographic 
data provide archaeologists with the opportunity to estimate the boundaries of, and 
pathways between, farms where there is little physical or historical evidence available. 
A common method uses least-cost analysis to predict pathways between farms and sites 
between farms, such as sheilings, cairns, waypoints, and other artefacts (Howey, 2011).
	 High-resolution topographic data is imperative for predicting mobility dynamics as 
well as field-based observation of landscape characteristics and local and traditional 
knowledge (LTK) for interpreting human and animal mobility. In Vatnahverfi, LTK 
provides essential insights in the absence of historical information about transhumance, 
which refers to the seasonal movement of people with their livestock between grazing 
areas (Ledger et al. 2017). This landscape has been farmed since the late 10th century, 
following the Norse settlement in c. 985 CE (Arneborg 2003), with a hiatus between the 
15th and 18th centuries when the Norse farmers disappear from the archaeological record 
(Jackson et al. 2018). Inuit farming in Greenland first commenced in 1783, including 
the Vatnahverfi district of southern Greenland (Gad 1970, Madsen 2014). In the absence 
of historical record evidence prior to the 18th century, reconstructing movement across 
the landscape in the Medieval period is reliant on the combination of archaeological, 
environmental, and comparative evidence from historical and ethnographic analogy and 
LTK (Jackson et al. 2020).

Background 
	 The Norse colonisation of the North Atlantic between the 9th and 10th centuries CE 
introduced farming and transformed sub-arctic environments into cultural landscapes 
suitable for livestock grazing (Dugmore et al. 2005, Ledger et al. 2017). The landnám—
or land-taking—transported an extensive, low-density farming economy, supplemented 
by hunting and gathering, extending this Scandinavian society to the limits of the known 
world (Jackson et al. 2018). Expansion westward, from the British Isles and Ireland to 
the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland, and Newfoundland, pushed this flexible economy to its 
extreme (Dugmore et al. 2006), with cereal cultivation limited in Iceland and absent 
in Greenland (McGovern et al. 1994, 2007). In Greenland, dental calculus from human 
remains and archaeozoological (animal remains) evidence both point to an economy 
dependent on animal husbandry to support a dairy economy (Arneborg et al. 2012, 
Warinner et al. 2014). Survey data has also reconstructed groups of ruins across the 
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Eastern and Western Settlement areas, providing information about settlement structure, 
land-use and livestock management patterns, and organisation of seasonal activities that 
reveal a complex local economy balancing a small labour pool between farming the land 
and hunting marine resources (Madsen 2014; Jackson et al. 2018).
	 Vatnahverfi was—and still is—amongst the most productive areas for pastoral ag-
riculture in the Eastern Settlement of Greenland (Fig. 1) (Dugmore et al. 2005). This 
landscape includes multiple types of ruins, ranging from farmsteads to upland sheilings 
and perennial summer farms. Since the mid-18th century, archaeological surveys have 
been conducted across this region (Madsen 2019), and systematic archaeological sur-
veys have documented sites since the 1880s (Bruun 1881, Madsen 2014). More recently, 
geographical information systems have allowed sites to be documented via geo-spatial 
software where economic pathways of travel and trade between farms can be predicted, 
and with this there is the potential for long-lost outbuildings, such as shielings, to be 
rediscovered. This article focuses on a model developed by Nera Šegvić (2015) that 
used topographic (elevation) and vegetation datasets to predict the relative roughness 
of terrain between farms in central Vatnahverfi. A Digital Elevation Model (DEM) with 
a resolution of 25 meters and vegetation data were used to determine the most likely 
routes taken when travelling between Norse farm sites. The routes predicted in the 
model provide a visual hypothesis representing the economic networks branching from 
farms across the landscape. Surveying Vatnahverfi for shielings (summer dwellings) 
between identified farm sites provided a practical basis to test the model hypotheses. 
Survey work was conducted over five days between the 18th and 22nd of July 2016. Sur-
vey work observations are presented in the section below.

Survey Observations
	 Survey work commenced from an archaeological excavation of the medium-sized 
Norse farm Ø171, located at present day Tasilikulooq, in Northern Vatnahverfi. This 
provided a practical base camp and starting point for survey work in central Vatnahverfi 
where multiple Norse farms and sheilings have been documented between the late 18th 
century and Christian Madsen’s most recent survey work for the National Museum of 
Greenland (Madsen 2014, 2019; Madsen and Lennert 2022). Before joining the routes 
mapped using GIS, the survey team travelled between Tasilikulooq and Ø164, as shown 
in Figure 1.
	 Though no GIS routes were followed on the first day, the journey between base 
camp, at Ø171, and Ø164 provided a good indication of the topography, vegetation, and 
climate of the Eastern Settlement inner fjord biome. The inner fjord provides refugia 
from the otherwise harsh conditions of Greenland (Arneborg 2005). Sheltered from 
high winds that scour the coastal fringe, this area is relatively warm for livestock graz-
ing between lush lowland pastures (infield settled areas) and more extensive mountain 
pastures for summer grazing (Fig. 2). 
	 Moving southwards from Tasilikulooq, the survey team passed along the northern 
shore of Tasikuuoq lake, joining a ridge at the southern portion of the lake (Fig. 1). 
Following this ridge, the team were able to follow sheep trails, providing easy routes 
through what is, for the most part, infrequently visited agricultural land. Sheep can be 
considered the primary agents determining the pathways of least-cost throughout the 
landscape, which could explain the correlation with sheep trails. The role of domestic 
livestock in shaping present-day landscapes across the North Atlantic has been de-
scribed by Dugmore and Buckland (1991) as ‘ovigenic landscapes.’ Ovigenic, referring 
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to influence of the Ovis genus (sheep) across the landscape, describes the shaping of 
vegetation and soil erosion by seasonal grazing patterns of sheep herds. This has formed 
the cultural landscapes across much of Vatnahverfi—a consequence of several centuries 
of environmental impact between the late 11th-14th CE and 18th CE to present (Dugmore 
et al. 2005). However, it should be noted that although sheep trails provide some in-
dication of transhumance, where both humans and animals move together, they do not 
indicate the real pathways used between the 11th and 14th centuries (Madsen 2014).
	 At the northern shore of two small upland lakes, a small shieling was located that 
was surrounded by high quality grazing land (Fig. 3). Following a ridge to the south of 
Tasikuuoq lake, and north of Ø164 ruin, two cairns were identified: one Norse and one 
Inuit (Fig. 4). The area covered on the first day was all within 8km of Tasilikulooq farm 
and provides high-quality upland grazing for sheep and horses throughout the summer 
months. For the Norse, cairns and sheilings demarcated physical and seasonal boundar-
ies between activities in the spring and autumn months nearer the homestead and sum-
mer pastures and dwellings (Madsen 2014, Ledger et al. 2017). Vegetation throughout 
this area was largely high-quality mountain pasture, with patches of willow and birch 
scrub along the steep valley sides and rocky outcrops. Well-worn sheep trails provided 
highly mobile routes through the landscape between basecamp and Ø164. 
	 The second day followed a modelled path along the eastern shore of Ukkusiip Taserua 
Lake, between Ø164, to the north, and Ø77 to the south. Approximately 2km south of Ø164, 
a shieling was identified on a small headland on the northern shore of Ukkusiip Taserua 
Lake (Fig. 5). This shieling probably marked the boundary between the home pastures of 

Image 2. High-quality mountain pastures located to the east of Tasikuuoq lake and west of Ø164. 
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Image 3. Shieling located in gully between grazing land on northern shore of Tasikuuoq lake and southern 
shore of Naasaanngitsup Tasi lake. 
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Image 4. Top: Norse cairn located on northern ridge of Tasikuuoq lake. Bottom: Inuit, modern 
cairn 100 yards west of Norse cairn. 
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Ø164 and common upland pastureland. The route along the lakeshore was characterised by 
dense scrub consisting of willow and birch. This made the 4.5km hike along the lakeside 
extremely difficult (Fig. 6). A further 2 km along the lake we located a small shelter, which 
could be of either Norse or Inuit origin. From field observations it was clear that while the 
topography of the lakeside was flat, the extent of willow scrub would have caused travellers 
a significant loss in journey time. Furthermore, the combination of boulder fields and wil-
low scrub made navigation and mobility challenging. The combination of boulder fields and 
dense willow and birch vegetation are unlikely to be captured in lower resolution DEMs, 
though higher resolution DEM and LiDAR datasets could improve the accuracy of least-
cost surfaces. The southern shore of the lake represents a significant pathway junction in 
the model suggesting the likely presence of sites (Fig. 1). Hillsides were surveyed along the 
southern shore though no shielings were identified across the valley. This valley was also 
characterised by thick willow vegetation and limited grazing pressure. No sheep trails were 
present beyond the southern reaches of the valley.
	 The third day followed a pathway onto the uplands to the west of Lake Ukkusiip Tas-
erua. Following the modelled pathways west of Ø77, this route climbed to the highest 
elevation between Ø77, to the east, and Ø182, to the west (Fig. 1). The first half of the 
ascent crossed thick, low-lying birch and willow scrub reaching patchy grassland at the 
highest elevation of the route. No shielings were located in this area. Despite the presence 
of a moderate quality of grazing land along the shores of small lakes at higher elevations 
(Fig. 7), the high variation in pasture quality and infrequency of such pasture would have 

Image 5. Shieling located on northern shore of Ukkusiip Taserua lake.
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made this area an unlikely area for seasonal grazing—possibly explaining the absence of 
summer dwellings such as summer farms and sheilings. Following another modelled path-
way back towards Ø77, further patchy grassland was located though no shielings marked 
this route. The full pathway down could not be traced as the modelled route attempted 
to cross several small cliffs (most likely due to the low resolution of the DEM used to 
generate the model). No livestock were identified grazing on this land, indicating that it 
lies beyond the maximum extent of sheep grazing on mountain pastures. 
	 The fourth day followed a stream east from camp on the southern shore of Ukkusiip Tas-
erua towards Ø77 adjoining a valley extending northeast towards Tasikulooq Lake. The path-
way to Ø77 was relatively easy with low-lying scrub along a well-worn sheep trail. This route 
followed a mixture of pastureland and low-lying birch and willow scrub. The GIS modelled 
pathway ended at Ø77 but the team followed a valley between Ø77 and Ø170, turning midway 
towards Lake Tasikulooq. Beyond the home field pastures of Ø77, vegetation became increas-
ingly dense and difficult to cross. As the valley opened out onto a system of small lakes, a 
modified Norse cairn and an Inuit fox trap were identified. Lake shores and valley sides were 
surveyed for shielings though none were identified. Several modern fox traps were identified 
on boulders across the lake shorelines. Crossing into the next valley, leading onto the shore 
of Tasikulooq Lake, the landscape opened out onto high-quality mountain pastures grazed by 
sheep today. Camp was made at shieling 0602 before following the Lake Tasikulooq shore to 
basecamp at Tasilikulooq. 

Image 6. Dense willow and birch scrub along eastern shore of Ukkusiip Taserua lake would have signifi-
cantly reduced mobility of human population. 
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Image 7. High elevation modelled path-
ways were characterised by varied quality 
land for summer grazing and an absence 
of sheep. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 
	 Least-cost paths provided an important experimental design to reflect mobility and eco-
nomic networks between farms in Norse Greenlandic pastoral economies (Šegvić 2015). 
Least-cost pathways therefore have a great potential for reconstructing the mobility dynam-
ics between farms and identifying potential sites connecting these dispersed settlements in 
an economic network (Vésteinsson et al. 2002, Vésteinsson 2009). Fieldwork in Vatnahverfi 
served as a preliminary test for understanding efficient pathways and reconstructing specula-
tive economic networks. This fieldwork identified a number of features, including a shieling, 
cairns and fox traps. Detailed vegetation and higher resolution DEM datasets are required to 
accurately model pathways of least-cost between farms and to calculate the relative roughness 
of different pathways (i.e., combination of thick scrub, cliffs, and boulder fields). 
	 Further research that incorporates a task-landscape focus and geospatial modelling would 
expand knowledge of mobility in these unique cultural landscapes (Ingold 1993, 2000). Fu-
ture methods to identify potential ruins not yet known within the landscape are expected to 
include examining aerial photographs to identify changing patterns of sheep trails within the 
landscape, analysis of historical and contemporary records of sheep herding to improve un-
derstanding of animal herding, and participatory mapping with local farmers.
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