
 
Fig.1 Steindyrarétt in Svarfadardalur  

Herding Structures in Northern Iceland 
A Preliminary IPY Report of the Field Season 2008 

 

Christian Koch Madsen 
 

Saxo-Instituttet, University of Copenhagen 

 [ckmadsen@gmail.com] 

 

 

October 13 2008 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 2 

Introduction  
 

 

In the summer of 2008 the author was able to travel to northern Iceland to work with archaeologists  

and environmental scientists from Iceland, Denmark, Canada, US, and UK involved in three inter-

connected international projects in the Mývatn area, in Eyjafjörður, and in Vatnsfjörður, all of 

which combined excavation and environmental science with survey and landscape analysis as part 

of a long term collaboration of Archaeological Institute Iceland (FSI) and the North Atlantic 

Biocultural Organization (NABO). The objective of this collaboration was to combine  some of the 

data generated from three years of archaeological work of the Vatnahverfi Project (another IPY-

project centred on Southwest Greenland), a masterôs thesis on Norse enclosures and other herding 

structures, and the connection of herding structures with other landscape features, zooarchaeology, 

farm excavation, and isotopic analysis of human and animal diets in Greenland ïa study which has 

already begun to reveal intriguing results in better understanding the land use practices of the 

vanished Norse settlements in Greenland. However, in order to fully understand this dimension of 

Norse pastoral activities, a wider North Atlantic perspective is essential and in the summer of 2008, 

such an opportunity was provided by IPY NABO funding. During three weeks the present author 

visited three different regions of northern Iceland, trying to get familiar not only with the herding 

structures, but also with the landscape and the more general dimensions of the archaeological 

setting of Iceland. Since many of the results of this work as yet only are present as field notes, 

sketches, uncorrected GPS measurements and an extensive photo archive in hands of the author, 

this preliminary report will present the diverse fieldwork in the form of a shortened, illustrated and 

commented diary. A formal report (Aldred and Madsen 2009) will present the full details of the 

survey results. A publication in Journal of the North Atlantic (JONA) comparing patterning in 

herding structures in Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands is planned as later product of this 

study. 
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 Fig.2 Setting up DGPS base-station at Hlidarétt near Reykjahlid 

 

 
Fig. 3 Secondary blocking of entrance to compart-

ment in Hlidarétt 

Three Weeks of Fieldwork in Northern Iceland 
 

22.6.-26.6.2008: Arrival in Reykjavik, Iceland, and transfer to Narfastadir in the Mývatn region, the 

base for the team of specialists working at Skútustaðir as part of the Mývatn Project. Among these 

was Oscar Aldred, who already had been working with réttir, i.e. historical (and medieval?) 

communal herding facilities, in Iceland. The setup was that we should join forces and spend this 

first week surveying as many réttir as possible (5 as it turned out) and discussing different ways in 

which we might each use this type of structure in our studies of the North Atlantic herding 

practices. As most of the practical results of this week of field work have already been presented in 

another preliminary IPY-report, by O. Aldred and present author, only certain aspects relating to my 

own personal studies will be relayed here. 

 One of the most interesting aspects of the réttir that immediately appeared to us was the many 

different construction phases of these structures: enlargement or adding of enclosures, extension of 

walls, blocking off entrances etc (see e.g. 

fig.3). At Hlidarétt, for instance, it seemed 

that we from mere close inspection of the 

walls could trace a series of structural 

developments, though such observation of 

course needs historical or archaeological 

confirmation. The dating of the réttir and 

their phasing was planned as goal for a 

potential 2009 field season. 

 One notable feature of seemingly all the 

stone réttir was that the largest, central 

enclosure seemed to be the first phase of 

construction, was heavier build, and seemed 

less liable to major rearrangement. Looking 
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Fig.4 The two large enclosures of ruin group 

E90 in Southwest Greenland 

 

 
Fig.5 Sellandarétt (plan by 

O. Aldred) 

 

 

 
Fig. 6 New and old rétt located at the junction of the 

valley Thorvaldsdalur and the river plain of Oxadalur 

near Akureyri in Eyjafjördur. 

 

at the Greenlandic example from ruin group E90 in the bottom of the Sioralik fjord, the size of the 

ruins NO. 1&6, enclosing areas of 1519m
2
 and 1381m

2
 respectively, and the dimensions of their 

walls are not far from the larger of the surveyed réttir of Iceland (fig.5&6). Furthermore, the 

enclosures of E90 are displaying trends towards the addition of features to the main enclosure, thus 

hinting at similar developmental patterns as in Iceland. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 These similarities reflect actual correlation, it raises two interesting possibilities: on the one 

hand it seems possible that the enclosures of the fossilized medieval ruin landscape of Greenland 

might represent an early development of herding practices with communal dimensions, an 

observation which would have tremendous importance in our understanding of the Norse 

Greenlandic societal organisation, the structure of which we might hint at from the use of these 

structures in Iceland. On the other hand, the medieval date of some similar enclosures in Greenland, 

might indeed suggest that the communal herding practices in Iceland may possibly be traced back in 

time to at least this period. However, only further investigations of chronology and phasing will 

reveal such patterns. 

 Another result of the survey and 

discussions of réttir in Iceland was a 

heightened awareness of the 

topographical locality of herding 

structures, both functional and social. 

Although it is yet to disclosed, one of 

the ideas of O. Aldred is that the rétt 

possibly mirrors the community it 

serves, the location of the individual 

compartments pointing towards the 

farm it serves and its size both 

facilitating and signalling varying 

degrees of wealth (i.e. flock sizes). 

The restructuring of compartments in 

the réttir certainly suggests this. On 

the functional side, the topographical 

location of the rétt reveals the natural 


