
ORIGINS AND BELIEFS OF ICELAND
Folklore, Sagas, proverbs and wisdom have been carried down 
through the centuries. Sagas are stories about ancient Nordic and 
Germanic history, Viking voyages, battles that took place, and the 
many feuds between Icelandic families. In addition, there are many 
fables of Norse Gods and Goddesses. These majestic characters are 
armed with magical objects, fierce animals, and worldly powers. 

Even though the country is about the same size as the state of Ohio, 
about 60% of all Icelanders live in Reykjavik. The language here 
is almost unchanged since ancient times, so listen carefully to the 
dialect while out and about. In addition, those folks around town will 
have had their birth names systematically handed to them in a most 
unique way. Read more inside this newsletter.

Are you familiar with Rune symbols? The word “rune” comes from Old 
Norse and means “secret knowledge and wisdom”. This is a historical 
alphabet whose symbols are sure to be scattered on items found 
everywhere. 

Be sure to keep a watchful eye – you may spot an elf or a troll. Locals 
believe that they’re fiercely territorial, and that disturbing their 
homes and special places can lead to mayhem for those creating the 
disturbance. So, it’s best not to bother them.

As we wind down our monthly newsletter series in preparation for our 
trip qualifiers next year, we hope you’ve enjoyed learning about this 
destination. 
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ALL ABOUT ICELANDIC NAMES
In iceland, you can’t give your child a name that hasn’t been approved by the icelandic naming 
committee.
So how does the icelandic last name system work? Here is an example.
A man and a woman get married. The man is called Egill Jónsson and the woman Selma 
Traustadóttir. Once they are married this will not change, they both keep their names just as they 
are. Now let’s say that Egill 
and Selma have a baby boy. 
They name him Gunnar and 
his last name is Gunnar 
Egilsson because his dad’s 
first name is Egill. A few 
years later they have a baby 
girl. Her they name Helga, 
her name is then Helga 
Egilsdóttir because she is 
Egill’s daughter. The last 
name is their gender. The 
ending -son is for boys and 
-dóttir for girls.
Here we follow the story 
to the next generation, 
but Gunnar meets Þóra 
Snorradóttir and they get 
married, again no name 
change happening and they 
have a baby girl. She is named 
Ragna. So, what does the 
system tell us? Ragna is the 
daughter of Gunnar so Ragna 
will be Gunnarsdóttir.

FUN FACTS ABOUT ICELANDIC NAMES
• There are a few families which have family names in Iceland but they can only be inheritate 

paternally. This means that if a man has three daughters none of them will be able to pass along 
the father’s name. The family name stops there. 

• Icelandic names have to have meaning. Ask anyone about the meaning of their name. They will 
know it!

• In Iceland, they have a naming committee which accepts, or declines names which have never been 
used before. If the committee declines your application, you cannot name your child that name.

• An Icelandic citizen cannot take up the last name of their foreign partner and if they have already 
done this abroad, they will need to return to their maiden name if they move back to Iceland.



IMPORTANT GODS IN NORSE MYTHOLOGY
Odin (Old Norse: Óðinn) is the most 
powerful and wisest god. Odin is the 
Allfather of the Norse gods and the ruler 
of Asgard.
Thor (Old Norse: Þórr, Thórr) is Odin’s 
youngest son and the second most 
powerful god. He is the god of thunder, 
master of the weather and the strongest 
warrior.
Balder (Old Norse: Balder, Baldr, Baldur) 
is associated with light, beauty, love and 
happiness.
Vidar (Old Norse: Víðarr) is son of Odin 
and the giantess Grid, and only beaten by 
Thor when it comes to strength.
Vale (Old Norse: Váli) is the son of Odin 
and the giantess Rindr. Vali avenged 
Baldur’s death by killing his slayer, 
another obscure divine figure named 
Hodr (Höðr).
Brage is very wise and eloquent, and the 
god of skaldic poetry and prose.
Heimdall is the guardian of Bifrost, the 
rainbow bridge between Asgard and 
Midgard, which is the main road into the 
heavenly kingdom.
Ty, or Tyr, is the god of war – the one who 
decides who win battles.
Njord (Old Norse: Njǫrðr) is the god of the 
sea and seafarers.
Ull (Old Norse: Ullr) is the son of Sif, 
Thor’s wife. “Ull” means “the honorable,” 
and he was the best of all archers  
and skiers.
Forseti is the god of justice.
Frigg (Old Norse: Frigga) is Odin’s wife, 
extremely beautiful, the foremost among 
the goddesses and the queen of Asgard. 
She is goddess of love and fate, described 
as having the power of prophecy yet she 
does not reveal what she knows.
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UNIQUE ICELANDIC WORDS AND PHRASES

Meet Iceland’s longest word! 
Yep, this is a word, and it means “key ring of the 
key chain of the outer door to the storage tool 
shed of the road workers on the Vaðlaheiði” 
from which you might be able to glean that it’s 
largely (OK, pretty much entirely) for show. 
(Go ahead—try to use it in a sentence.) The 
Icelandic language has a reputation for lengthy 
words, and this one is one of the longest of 
them all.

I have no idea what you’re 
talking about/what’s going on.

I want this done carefully and 
properly.

Means “window-weather.” 
As in, the kind of weather 
that’s nice to look at, but not 
experience.

This is strange or amazing.

Cherry on top of a sundae or 
the icing on top of the cake.

Carry on. Keep doing what 
you’re doing.


