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Summary 
 

This report outlines the research that was conducted over the course of one week in late June, 

2008. A total of five réttir ï sheep folds ï were surveyed using a Differential Global 

Positioning System (DGPS). Each réttir  displayed a variety of forms, and different uses of 

local materials, and these results will be used to analyse the typological characteristics of 

these monuments. Also, it is hoped in the next stage of this research to correlate the sheep 

numbers for each farm and its district with its contemporary réttir. In many ways the activities 

associated (gathering, sorting, community places, maintenance) with réttir bonded 

communities together ï providing a year round community focus ï and cemented the 

important reciprocal relationship between humans and animals. Therefore, the study of réttir 

are an important avenue of research for understanding how past societies worked as farming 

communities, and their interactions with environments. Whilst commenting on much of the 

specific research ideas that are touched on through this study, this report is a provisional one  

by summarising the fieldwork, but also points towards some future directions in the research.  
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Introduction 

 

Réttir are seasonally used monuments to sort sheep after collection from the highlands in late 

summer and autumn (mid-September). They were and continue to be used today as gathering 

places for whole communities and are consequently a major social event in the seasonal 

calendar. During the winter months, however, these monuments are exposed to low levels of 

entanglements by the community who are abided to maintain the monuments in preparation 

for the next sorting. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Sheep being driven down from the highlands to the lowland.  

 

The réttir monuments themselves are composed of three elements: the dilkur ï individual 

farm chambers -, as well as a central enclosure and an occasionally an outer enclosure. The 

dilkur are attached to the central enclosure by a gate. The réttir come in a variety of sizes, but 

are essentially of two types: round or rectilinear. Though as this report demonstrates there is 

great variety within these categories.  

 

The workings of réttir are quite simple, and they act almost like central distribution systems. 

Animals are gathered from the pasture areas by a selection of the community (each farm is 

represented) and driven done into the lowland areas. They are then taken to the réttir and put 

into the large holding enclosure ï either a cultural constructed one or a naturally formed one. 

Once the community has gathered together at the rétt the animals are bought into the central 

enclosure and sorted by their markings into the surrounding farm dilkur. The animals are then 

herded back to their respective farms. Several filterings of the animals can take place at 

different réttir, and this is particularly so for communities that do not have immediate access 

to highland pasture areas.  

 

To date, very little is known about these monuments, especially archaeologically, but we 

know that they were an essential part of community life connected animal husbandry 

activities. However, it is not, for example, known how old the practice is, and if there has 

been a development of the system and the monuments that were used.  
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Figure 2. Eyjaförður ï Borgarrétt (left) and Gnúpverjahreppur - Skaftholtsrétt (right). Arrows represent the 

movement of animals into and out of the monuments. 

 

Archaeology and réttir? 

 

There are several aspects of réttir which are interesting for archaeologists. Firstly, the spatial 

layout of the dilkur may reflect a practical positioning for transporting sheep, or they 

represent a symbolic order connected with the surrounding farm landscape. Although 

episodes of reorganization may have occurred, it is likely that the dilkur were not randomly 

allocated but mirror a social organization of some kind. Secondly, the size of the dilkur and 

their position, as well as the size of the central and outer enclosures, may indicate the wealth 

or potential wealth of the districts or farms based on the number of animals that it owns. The 

sizes therefore should indicate the sheep-capacity of the réttir for the local community.  

 

These two factors are interesting as proxies for the archaeological faunal record indicating 

sheep numbers on farms (on a seasonal basis derived from midden layering) and historical 

documentary sources that indicate the number of sheep on farm, as well as its values. This 

research will essentially test the idea that size correlates to animal numbers, and sheep 

specifically in this study. These numbers will be derived from zoo-archaeological 

assemblages as well as sheep numbers indicated in historical documents. 

 

The case study area 

 

The area around Lake Mývatn, in Suður Þingeyarsýsla is the case study area for this project. 

The modern landscape is relatively diverse, containing an abundance of farms, and improved 

locally based grazing areas. Due to volcanic activity, the landscape is constrained to only a 

few areas of rangeland grazing areas: one to the south of Skúðastaðir in Mývatnsheiði and to 

another north of Reykjahlíð in Grímsstaðaheiði and Reykjahlíðar. Another is located west of 

Mývatn and Laxárdalur in Laxárdalsheiði. The area of east of Mývatn is a mixture of desert 

and lava. However, in all of these areas, the environment and vegetation is likely to have been 

different than it is today, and will be important in the later analysis to have a wide landscape 

reconstruction at different times. The three areas that have been identified that serve the local 

community and are therefore implicated within this study on réttir.  
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Figure 3. Study area. NB the area west of Mývatn has not been surveyed and therefore the distribution of 

sheiling sites does not reflect the actual pattern besides the areas located around and east of Mývatn. 

 


