Katla Geopark: An Educator’s
Guide and Worksheets
Geology and history

Ash Layers. Teaching Instructions
Among the old man-made structures that have survived in Iceland are remnants of enclosures.
These were sod walls that were built to legally protect fields, meadows and pastures.
According to the law book Grágás, three of the six months of the summer season were called
“garðannir” (wall maintenance). Wall building must, therefore, have been a significant part of
outdoors work in rural Iceland in former times. Bjarnagarður wall in Landbrot is one of
largest man-made structures preserved in Iceland from the early years of settlement. A great
deal of it has disappeared due to cultivation and road construction, although its best preserved
parts have been protected according to the Act on Archaeological Finds.
The total length of Bjarnagarður is believed to be approximately 7.7 km, not counting the
secondary walls which are approximately 1.7 km. As regards the original height and width of
Bjarnagarður, there is no way to say for certain, but there is no doubt that Bjarnagarður was at
least not smaller than the old legal walls. If three fathoms of a legal wall are assumed to be a
days’ work, then Bjarnagarður, together with the secondary walls, was almost 2,000 days’
work. Then there are footpaths which would also have taken a considerable time to lay.
Legend says that the farmers in the Skjaldbreið region had been ordered to construct
Bjarnagarður, while another legend says that the wall gets its name from the name of a
criminal who was tasked with constructing the wall. However, it is plainly impossible that this
is the work of a single person. Bjarnagarður and the footpaths are clearly the joint social effort
of the people living in the Landbrot and Skjaldbreið area. It is possible that the hills in the
lava were named Birnir and the name of the wall came from them. [The name Bjarnagarður
can be attributed to a person named Björn or Bjarni which both mean bear. The term Birnir,
i.e. the name of the above hills, is the plural of björn if referring to a bear].
Holes have been dug into Bjarnagarður in several places to date it. There are three
pronounced volcanic ash layers that are of use. The youngest is from the Öræfajökull glacier
eruption in 1362, a light and easily recognised layer approximately 1 cm thick. The next layer
below is a black lay 0.3 cm thick believed to be from the Grímsvötn system. The third and
oldest layer is intermediate and thereby originates from a central volcano. Its thickness and
particle size distribution indicates that it originates from the Mýrdalsjökull glacier area and
that it probably comes from the west part of the Katla caldera in 1245, but it could be older.
The conclusion drawn from this is that most of the actual Bjarnagarður wall was constructed
very near the turn of the century 1200.
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Ash Layers. Worksheet
Purpose
To examine ash layers and understand how to use ash layers to date remains.
Execution:
Visit the ash shelter at Efri-Vík where a cross-section has been dug into Bjarnargarður and
protected from the elements with a roof and a door to enter. The ash layers are clearly visible,
and many have been labelled. Draw a picture of the ash layers and enter in the names and
dates of the eruptions in the picture.

How old do you think Bjarnargarður is? Provide reasoning.
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