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How To Build An Iglu And A Qamutiik Updated
Version

how to build an iglu and a gamutiik

Building an iglu (snow house) and a gqamutiik (sled) are traditional skills mastered by Arctic
Indigenous peoples, notably the Inuit, essential for survival in polar environments. Both structures
are ingeniously designed to withstand extreme cold, harsh weather conditions, and provide shelter
and mobility in the Arctic. This comprehensive guide will explore the step-by-step processes,
necessary tools, materials, and tips for constructing these iconic structures, ensuring you
understand the traditions, techniques, and safety considerations involved.

Understanding the Basics of an Iglu and a Qamutiik

Before diving into the construction processes, it?s important to understand what an iglu and a
gamutiik are, their purposes, and the key differences.

What is an Iglu?

An iglu is a traditional snow house primarily used by Inuit communities. Constructed from blocks of
compacted snow, it acts as a temporary or semi-permanent shelter, providing insulation against the
freezing temperatures of the Arctic.

What is a Qamutiik?

A gamutiik is a traditional sled used for transportation across snow and ice. Usually constructed from
wood, bones, or modern materials, it is designed to carry people and goods efficiently over
snow-covered terrains.

Tools and Materials Needed

Tools for Building an Iglu

- Saw or hand saw (for cutting snow blocks)
- Shovel or snow scoop

- Trowel or ice chisel

- Rope or cord (for guiding cuts)
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- Level or straight edge
- Measuring tape
- Warm clothing and gloves for safety

Materials for Building an Iglu

- Snow that is sufficiently compacted and firm (preferably wind-packed snow)
- Water (to help bond snow blocks)
- Optional: Ice or snow blocks prepared beforehand if available

Tools for Building a Qamutiik

- Wooden planks or strips (traditionally driftwood or reindeer bones)
- Rope or sinew

- Saw or knife

- Ax or hatchet

- Shovel (for snow clearance)

- Nails or sinew (optional, depending on construction method)

Materials for Building a Qamutiik
- Wood or alternative sturdy materials
- Sinew, rope, or modern cords

- Snow or ice (if incorporating natural elements)
- Protective paint or sealant (optional)

How to Build an Iglu

Building an iglu involves careful selection of snow, precise cutting, and skillful stacking. The process
can be summarized in several key steps:

1. Selecting and Preparing Snow
- Find snow that is wind-packed, hard, and has minimal cracks.

- Test snow strength by pressing it; it should hold your weight.
- Gather enough snow to carve into blocks, typically in the shape of rectangular bricks.
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2. Cutting Snow Blocks

- Use a saw or a sharp snow knife to cut blocks approximately 2 feet long, 1 foot high, and 6-8
inches thick.

- Ensure the blocks are uniform for easier stacking.

- Cut a series of blocks, maintaining consistency in size.

3. Laying the Foundation
- Clear the ground of loose snow.
- Lay the first circle of blocks in a ring, slightly tilted inward to form a dome shape.
- Use water to help bond the blocks if needed, especially in colder conditions.
4. Building the Dome
- Continue stacking blocks in a spiral or circular manner, leaning each row inward.
- As the dome rises, cut the top blocks to fit the curvature.
- Leave an opening for the entrance, typically a low tunnel to conserve heat.
5. Creating the Entrance
- Carve a low tunnel entrance that dips below the level of the main room.
- This helps retain heat and prevents warm air from escaping.
- Use snow blocks or a separate snow wall to reinforce the entrance.
6. Finishing Touches
- Smooth the interior walls with snow for insulation.
- Cut a small ventilation hole at the top to prevent carbon dioxide buildup.
- Seal any cracks with loose snow or water.
Safety Tips for Iglu Construction

- Always work in pairs or groups for safety.
- Check the stability of the structure as it rises.
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- Avoid building in areas prone to snow collapse or dangerous weather.

How to Build a Qamutiik

Constructing a qamutiik requires knowledge of sled design, materials, and effective assembly
techniques for durability and efficiency.

1. Designing Your Qamutiik
- Decide on the size based on intended load and terrain.
- Traditional designs include a flat platform with runners on either side.
2. Preparing the Frame
- Cut wooden planks or strips to length; typical length varies from 4 to 8 feet.
- Shape runners: curves at the front for smooth movement, flat at the bottom for glide.
- Attach crosspieces to connect the runners, forming the platform.
3. Assembling the Base
- Secure the runners to the crosspieces using rope, sinew, or nails.
- Reinforce joints to withstand weight and terrain stress.
- Ensure the platform is level and sturdy.
4. Adding the Deck and Sides
- Attach additional wooden slats or planks to create a surface for cargo.
- Optionally, add sides or rails for stability.
5. Reinforcing and Finishing
- Bind all joints tightly with sinew or rope.
- Apply protective coating or paint if available, to prevent rot.

- Add bindings or straps for securing cargo.

6. Attaching the Harness
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- Attach a tow rope or harness to the front of the gamuitiik.
- Ensure it is securely fastened to withstand pulling forces.

Operational Tips for Qamutiik

- Regularly inspect for cracks or wear.
- Use traditional techniques for maintenance and repairs.
- Practice maneuvering in various terrains to master handling.

Additional Tips and Safety Considerations

- Environmental Awareness: Always consider weather conditions, snow quality, and terrain safety
before building.

- Resource Management: Use sustainable and locally available materials to preserve the
environment.

- Skill Development: Practice building structures in controlled environments before attempting in
extreme conditions.

- Teamwork: Collaborate with experienced builders or elders familiar with traditional techniques.

- Safety Gear: Wear appropriate clothing, gloves, and eye protection during construction.

Conclusion

Mastering the art of building an iglu and a gamuitiik is both a practical skill and a cultural heritage
that reflects ingenuity, adaptability, and deep knowledge of the Arctic environment. Whether
constructing a shelter to survive the cold or a sled to traverse snow-covered landscapes, these
structures exemplify human resilience and resourcefulness. With patience, attention to detail, and
respect for traditional methods, anyone can learn to build these iconic Arctic tools and structures,
connecting with a rich cultural history and ensuring preparedness for cold-weather adventures or
survival situations.

Remember: Practice and respect for the environment are essential. Building an iglu and a gamutiik
is not only about construction but also about understanding the land, climate, and materials that
define Arctic life.

Building an Iglu and a Qamutiik: Traditional Inuit Shelter and Transportation Craftsmanship
The iglu and the gqamutiik are iconic symbols of Inuit ingenuity, embodying centuries of adaptation to

the Arctic environment. These structures are more than just shelters or sleds; they are embodiments
of cultural resilience, environmental awareness, and resourcefulness. Understanding how to build an



How To Build An Iglu And A Qamutiik Updated Version Vol. 2026, Issue 7

iglu and a gamutiik provides insight into traditional Arctic survival strategies, craftsmanship, and the
profound relationship Inuit communities have with their harsh but beautiful surroundings. This article
offers a comprehensive guide, combining historical context, detailed construction techniques, and
practical considerations to appreciate and potentially emulate these remarkable Arctic innovations.

Understanding the Cultural and Environmental Context

Before delving into the construction specifics, it?s essential to recognize the cultural significance and
environmental factors that influence the design of the iglu and gamutiik.

The Role of the Iglu in Inuit Culture
The iglu is more than a shelter; it is a testament to Inuit ingenuity in overcoming extreme cold, wind,
and snow. Traditionally built during hunting trips or seasonal migrations, iglus are temporary or

semi-permanent structures that exemplify efficient insulation and resourcefulness using locally
available materials like snow blocks.

The Significance of the Qamutiik
The gamutiik, a traditional sled, is vital for transportation across icy terrains. Crafted to withstand the
severe Arctic climate, it enables the movement of people, supplies, and game. Its design maximizes

stability and minimizes effort for the user, reflecting a deep understanding of Arctic physics and
materials.

Materials and Tools Needed
A thorough understanding of materials and tools is fundamental to building an iglu and a gamuitiik.
Materials for Building an Iglu

- Snow: The primary material; snow must be compact, with a high water content and good
adhesion properties.

- Ice or frozen water (optional): Sometimes used for sealing gaps.

- Sledges or skis (if transporting large blocks): For moving heavy snow blocks.
Materials for Building a Qamutiik

- Wood: Traditionally driftwood, willow, or other Arctic-resilient woods.
- Rope or sinew: Made from animal tendons or gut, used for lashing.



How To Build An Iglu And A Qamutiik Updated Version Vol. 2026, Issue 7

- Ice blocks or reinforcements (optional): For structural integrity in some designs.

Tools Commonly Used

- Ice saws or knives: For cutting snow blocks.

- Scrapers and shovels: For shaping and smoothing surfaces.
- Lashing tools: To secure parts together.

- Axe or ulu: For shaping wood.

How to Build an Iglu: Step-by-Step Guide

Constructing an iglu is a process rooted in understanding snow?s properties and geometric
principles. The process involves selecting appropriate snow, shaping blocks, and assembling them
into a stable, insulated dome.

1. Site Selection

Choose a flat, stable snow area, preferably with snow that has a high water content for better
bonding. Avoid areas prone to drifting or uneven terrain.

2. Snow Preparation

- Assess Snow Quality: Ideal snow is slightly wet and packable.
- Create a Base Circle: Mark the perimeter of the iglu with a rope or by placing stones, typically
about 2-3 meters in diameter depending on the size desired.

3. Cutting Snow Blocks

- Use an ice saw or sharp knife to cut blocks approximately 30-50 cm thick, 40-60 cm long, and
20-30 cm high.

- Snow blocks should be uniform in size for best stability and ease of assembly.

- Keep the blocks moist and tightly packed to ensure they adhere during building.

4. Building the Walls

- Start laying the first ring of blocks on the perimeter, angling them inward at about 15 degrees to
form a dome.
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- Progressively build upward, each new layer slightly inward and overhanging the previous one.
- The blocks should interlock, with the edges slightly beveled or shaped to fit snugly.
- Use snow or ice to fill gaps as needed, creating a tight seal.
5. Shaping the Entrance
- Leave an opening at the base for the entrance, typically on the side facing away from the wind.
- The entrance can be a simple arch or a tunnel, providing insulation and protection from the
elements.
6. Creating the Dome and Ventilation
- Continue stacking blocks until the dome is complete.
- Leave a small hole at the top for ventilation, which can be sealed with snow or ice once the
interior is heated.
7. Insulating and Sealing
- After the dome is constructed, seal any gaps with snow or ice to improve insulation.
- The interior can be lined with animal skins or other insulating materials for comfort.
8. Interior Preparation

- Clear the interior of loose snow and create a flat sleeping area.
- Build a small stove or heating device if available, with proper clearance for safety.

Building a Qamutiik: Step-by-Step Guide

The gamutiik?s construction emphasizes lightweight, durable materials, and lashings that can
withstand icy conditions and heavy loads.

1. Selecting Materials

- Wood: Seek driftwood, willow, or other Arctic-resilient woods that are straight and free of cracks.
- Lashing Material: Animal sinew, gut, or durable cordage made from plant fibers.
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2. Constructing the Frame

- Base: Cut two long runners (about 2-3 meters), slightly curved upward at the front.
- Side Rails: Attach crosspieces between the runners to form the width and support the load.
- Reinforcements: Add crossbars or braces to stabilize the structure.
3. Shaping the Sled
- The runners should be smooth and tapered at the front to reduce friction.
- The rear should be slightly raised to help with steering and balance.
4. Lashing and Assembly
- Use sinew or gut to lash the crosspieces tightly to the runners.
- Wrap lashings multiple times, knotting securely to maintain tension.
- Reinforce joints and connection points to withstand stress.
5. Reinforcements and Finishing Touches
- Attach a tail or a steering handle if needed.

- Ensure the runners are aligned and free of debris.
- Optionally, add a fabric or hide cover for extra protection.

6. Testing and Adjustments
- Test the gamutiik with light loads.
- Make adjustments to lashings or runner curvature as necessary.

Practical Considerations and Tips

Building an iglu or gamutiik requires not only technical skills but also an understanding of
environmental conditions and resource management.

Environmental Awareness
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- Snow quality varies with temperature, humidity, and wind; choose the right snow for blocks.
- Wind and temperature can affect construction; plan for weather changes.
- Snow may need to be harvested from specific locations to ensure structural integrity.

Resource Management

- Use locally available materials efficiently.

- Reuse or repurpose parts of previous structures when possible.

- Maintain lashings and structural integrity over time, especially if structures are to be used for
extended periods.

Safety Precautions

- Be cautious when cutting snow or wood to avoid injuries.
- Ensure proper ventilation in iglus to prevent carbon monoxide buildup if heating.
- Be aware of structural stability during construction to prevent collapses.

Modern Adaptations and Preservation

While traditional methods remain relevant, modern tools and materials can facilitate construction
and maintenance.

- Tools: Use of power saws and drills for faster cutting.
- Materials: Incorporation of synthetic ropes and insulation materials.
- Design improvements: Enhanced ventilation systems or insulation techniques.

However, the core principles?using snow blocks or natural wood and lashings?still embody the
ingenuity and sustainability of Inuit craftsmanship.

Conclusion

Building an iglu and a gamutiik is a profound exercise in understanding Arctic ecology, materials
science, and cultural heritage. These constructions are not mere shelters or sleds but living symbols
of adaptation and resilience. Whether for survival, cultural preservation, or educational purposes,
mastering their construction offers a window into the resourcefulness of the Inuit and the enduring
human spirit to thrive in the most extreme environments. By respecting traditional techniques and
principles, modern builders and enthusiasts can appreciate the elegance and efficiency of these
Arctic innovations, ensuring their legacy endures for generations to come.
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QuestionAnswer What are the basic steps to build an iglu from snow blocks? To build an iglu,
start by selecting compact snow and cutting it into blocks. Arrange the blocks in a spiral or circular
pattern, gradually leaning inward to form the dome. Ensure each layer is firm and properly aligned
for stability. Finish with an entrance tunnel and a small opening at the top for ventilation. What tools
are needed to construct a gamutiik (sled)? Building a gamutiik typically requires strong, flexible
materials like wood or driftwood for the frame, lashing materials such as sinew or nylon cord, and
possibly metal or bone fittings for durability. Traditional tools include knives, saws, and awls for
shaping and assembly. How can | ensure my iglu remains warm and insulated? Use tightly packed
snow blocks to minimize gaps and ensure proper sealing. The thick snow walls provide insulation by
trapping air. Additionally, placing a fire or heat source inside and covering the entrance can help
retain warmth. What are common mistakes to avoid when building a gamutiik? Avoid using weak or
uneven materials that can compromise stability, neglecting proper lashing techniques, and failing to
create a smooth, durable surface. Also, ensure the frame is balanced and symmetrical to prevent
tipping or collapse during movement. Can | build an iglu and gamutiik using modern tools and still
stay authentic? Yes, you can incorporate modern tools like saws and drills to speed up construction
while maintaining traditional design principles. This approach allows for efficient building without
compromising authenticity, especially if traditional techniques are preserved in the process.

Related keywords: iglu construction, gamutiik design, Arctic shelter building, Inuit iglu tips, gamutiik
sled making, traditional iglu techniques, eskimo snow house, gamutiik frame materials, iglu
insulation methods, portable Arctic shelter



