


Tyrfingsstaðir turf farm is under
private ownership and was lived in
until 1969.

Skagafjörður Heritage Museum work
together with the owners Kristín
(Stína) Jóhannsdóttir and Sigurður
(Siggi) Björnsson to maintain and
restore the turf buildings.

Much like in Scotland, turf building is in
serious decline, this leads to a skills
shortage and a danger that the skills
might eventually be lost.

The beauty of turf building is that it has
evolved over generations in response
to factors such as the socioeconomic
changes, materials shortage and the
effects of the ever changing climate.

Thankfully, the work that Skagafjörður
Heritage Museum is doing, helps to
keep the skills and knowledge alive.

The turf buildings are used by the
museum as live projects which help to
maintain the buildings but more
importantly, preserves this amazing
vernacular architectural tradition for
future generations.

One of the turf buildings 
@ Tyrfingsstaðir

BACKGROUND



Iceland's Vernacular Architecture – the turf house
The course that I attended was developed by ARCH, funded through the Erasmus+
programme and hosted by Skagafjörður Heritage Museum (Byggđasafn Skagfirđinga).

Before we rolled up our sleeves, we had the amazing opportunity to attend lectures held
by Skagafjörður Heritage Museum that helped us understand the history and significance
of turf building in Iceland. Some of the speakers included Sigriður (Sirri) Sigurðardottír,
Guðny Zoëga, Bryndís Zoëga, Berglind Þorsteinsdóttir and Inga Katrín Magnúsdóttir.

The lectures gave us a wonderful insight into the theory of turf building; what life was like
for the people in turf houses; osteological and archaeological findings from some of the
local historic turf sites; how Tephra layers in the soil, can be used to help to date the turf
buildings, and that was just a short summary!

It was also refreshing to learn that traditional skills are being preserved but also how
modern digital techniques such as photogrammetry and GPR are being used in symbiosis.

Inga Katrín Magnúsdóttir & Guðny Zoëga

Inga giving us a tour @ Glaumbær

INTRODUCTION



Helgi Sigurðsson

Our 3 day turf building exercise at Tyrfingsstaðir was lead by Helgi Sigurðsson. He is one
of the few people that still possess the traditional turf building skills. His wealth of
knowledge and refined technique almost make turf building look easy (which it is not).

Here is an example of a turf wall from one of the other buildings at Tyrfingsstaðir. It is
built with stone/strengur base courses that acts as protection from livestock with
klambra/strengur courses above. This makes an attractive herringbone pattern. We
attempted to build a similar wall structure for our project.

TURF BUILDING

Strengur →

THE BASICS

↑ Klambra ↓

← TorfaSIMPLE BLOCK SHAPES 



OUR MISSION We were tasked with reconstructing an old barn at
Tyrfingsstaðir which will eventually be put back into use.

We arrived on site to find a large trench that needed further
excavation. We were required to excavate to the original
level of the old barn.

We were provided with very basic but effective manual tools
given a short introduction and told to get digging and ensure
that the trench was level and compacted. We quickly got into
a rhythm and found our confidence.

After we worked up a little sweat, we were shown the plans
for the barn and had a clearer idea about what we were
aiming to achieve.



1. We begun by laying a course of strengur around the internal
perimeter of the trench (grass side down).

Strengur→

2. This was followed by a course of stone. It was important that
each time the stone course was laid, we plugged the gaps with turf
pieces and backfilled with earth. The earth was then compacted.

3. Steps 1 & 2 were repeated to form layers. Any space behind the
strengur was also backfilled in the same way.

4. Here is an image showing the earth backfill being compacted.

FOUNDATIONS
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INNER WALL FACE



1 2 3

1. The next step was to start building the outer face of the wall. We
did this by marking out the footprint with a course of strengur, then
a layer of stones (similar to the inner wall face). It was then time to
start tying the walls together using torfa (not pictured). The torfa
was laid width wise, grass side down (inner to outer as per green
arrows) and we filled any gaps with compacted earth.

Torfa→

2. It was then time to start building in the klambra layers that can be
seen in image 2.

Klambra→

3. The klambra needs to be trimmed to a more precise angle, this is
done by using a sharpened spade or a torf-ljár as shown in image 3.
(Andy can be seen trimming the klambra in image 2)

DOUBLE FACED WALL

Andy ↓



1 2 3

TURF CUTTING 1. This image shows Helgi demonstrating how to cut turf with the
torf-ljár. He cut a mixture of torfa and strengur, then we had a go
at cutting the turf ourselves. The turf is extremely heavy when it is
saturated with water but is much better to cut.

2. This is an example of a plant species that is good to have
growing in the turf. The key is to ensure that the plant/grass
species have a deep and dense root system within the turf.

3. This image shows a patch where torfa has just been cut to
better illustrate the shape of torfa. The torf-ljár is used to cut
from both sides which leaves a seam along the centre line (green
dashed line). The torfa is at its thickest in the centre but tapers
out to the edges.

Torfa→

↓ Helgi



TURF CUTTING

Here Helgi gives us a masterclass in how to cut klambra.

We then had to cut and load our own klambra on to the trailer

1 2

3

The turf was transported up the hill to the barn. Thank heavens for Siggi and his tractor! 

↓ Helgi



Historically, horses were used to transport the heavy turf from
the drying field to the site.

Horses were a valuable resource and played an instrumental
part in this vernacular architectural tradition.

Turf was considered to be an extremely versatile material. It was
commonly used as padding under the packsaddle of the
working horses, this provided much needed comfort, and also
commonly used to make items like mattresses.

TRANSPORTATION

Stína and Siggi’s Horses @ Tyrfingsstaðir



Sadly we didn’t get the chance to complete the build in
the time that we had. Three days might have been a
little optimistic!

The project is in the process of being completed by Helgi
and the gang. I cant wait to see it complete. I am so
thankful to have been involved in the project.

TURFED OUT

Here is our semi-complete turf barn.

Safe to say you can take the girl out of the turf 
barn, but you will never take the turf barn out 
of the outfit!



From what I can see, Skagafjörður
Heritage Museum (Byggđasafn
Skagfirđinga) & Historic Environment
Scotland have similar values and both
organisations face similar challenges.

In the future I hope we have more
opportunities to work together and
collaborate.

I will take the knowledge that I have
gained on this course and apply it to
appropriate future projects.

Soft capping and living roofs are
becoming more popular across the
estate and the knowledge and
experience I have gained will be very
useful.

Modern technology plays a 
key role in the 
documentation, 
restoration, conservation 
and maintenance of the 
properties that they care 
for.

Modern technology and
traditional methods are
used in symbiosis. One
does not replace the
other.

TAKE HOME MESSAGE

KEY 
SIMILARITIES

It was evident that there 
was a clear sense of 
pride in their heritage 
and vernacular 
architectural traditions.

They are extremely 
passionate about 
keeping traditional 
skills alive. 

1

Traditional skills and knowledge 
are kept alive through 
education, collaboration and 
research.

2

There is 
recognition that if 
traditional skills 
are not passed on, 
they might be lost 
forever.

3 4 5 6



A very special thanks to…..

Bryndís Zoëga
Helgi Sigurðsson

Sigriður Sigurðardottír
Guðny Zoëga

Inga Katrín Magnúsdóttir
Berglind Þorsteinsdóttir

Kristín Jóhannsdóttir
Sigurður Björnsson

← that lot

& my amazing organisation
For allowing me to go!

Libby Urquhart
Seona Anderson

Andy

Emily

Duncan

Sandy

The legend 
that is Bryndís!

Brigitte
Alistair

Billy
Me!
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As well as lectures and on site training from the team at Skagafjörður Heritage Museum (Byggđasafn Skagfirđinga). 


