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To walk across the land of Iceland is to encounter a paradox: a place so stark, so elemental, that it seems born of fire and ice rather than of soil and root. The island is young by geological standards, restless with volcanoes and glaciers, and yet it carries within it some of the oldest surviving voices of European myth. Here, in this otherworldly landscape, belief in elves has not faded into quaint legend - it continues to breathe in the living culture of the people.

Iceland has long been a meeting ground of myth and reality. When the Norse settlers arrived in the late ninth century, they brought with them the sagas, the cosmology of the Nine Worlds, and the reverence for beings who lived alongside humankind. Among these were the álfar, the elves of Álfheimr, described in the Eddas as radiant, luminous, and deeply connected to the forces of nature. As the Icelanders carved a life in this raw frontier, their sense of the hidden world grew inseparable from the landscape itself. Jagged lava fields became elf-homes, mist-shrouded hills turned into royal courts, and isolated boulders were seen as sacred dwellings of the hidden folk.

Christianity reshaped these stories, yet it did not erase them. Instead, the elves were transformed into the huldufólk, the “hidden people,” mysterious neighbors dwelling just beyond ordinary sight. Tales spread of their generosity and their wrath, of their capacity to teach wisdom or to bring misfortune to those who ignored their presence. To this day, Icelanders may divert roads, halt construction, or leave offerings of food and drink at certain stones or fields believed to belong to the elves. The unseen still demands respect.

What makes Iceland unique is not only the richness of its mythology but its endurance. While fairy belief in Celtic lands has retreated into folklore archives and seasonal traditions, the elvish belief of Iceland continues to be woven into the nation’s identity. Modern surveys show that a significant number of Icelanders allow for the possibility of elves. To dismiss their existence outright would be seen as arrogant, even foolish, in a land where nature still rules with unforgiving authority.

This book seeks to follow in the footsteps of Exploring the Fairy Faith in Celtic Scotland - to trace the ancient roots of belief, to wander through the folklore of the people, to map the sacred landscape, and to listen to the ways in which the tradition lives on today. But here the focus is Iceland, where the voices of the sagas, the whispers of the lava fields, and the testimonies of modern men and women all converge in a vibrant testament to the otherworld.

The elvish belief in Iceland is not merely about “little people” hidden in rocks. It is a worldview, one that insists the land is alive, that unseen forces shape human destiny, and that humility toward nature is essential for survival. Whether we approach it as folklore, spirituality, or cultural memory, the elves of Iceland remind us that the boundaries between our world and another have always been thin, and that in certain places - perhaps more than anywhere else - they remain open.
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When I first set out to explore the Fairy Faith in Celtic Scotland, I was captivated not only by the stories themselves but by the ways in which belief shapes human interaction with landscape, community, and moral life. I discovered that the unseen - whether fairies, spirits, or hidden people - is not simply a matter of superstition, but a living framework through which humans interpret and navigate the world.

Iceland offered a new frontier for this exploration. The huldufólk - the hidden people - populate a landscape that is at once stark, dramatic, and ethereal. Volcanic hills, glacial rivers, moss-covered boulders, and remote valleys serve as both home and stage for these beings. In Iceland, the unseen is embedded in everyday life, influencing construction, agriculture, community observance, and ethical practice.

This book seeks to document and interpret these beliefs, connecting them to historical Norse cosmology, contemporary Icelandic culture, and broader European traditions. Like the Fairy Faith in Scotland, elvish belief in Iceland is simultaneously practical, moral, ecological, and imaginative. The elves guide human behavior, protect fragile landscapes, and serve as moral and spiritual touchstones across generations.

Readers of this book will find accounts drawn from interviews, oral histories, field observations, and archival research, combined with comparative analysis and interpretation. The goal is not merely to catalog stories or sites, but to understand how belief functions in human life: shaping perception, sustaining cultural memory, and fostering ethical engagement with the world.

In tracing the hidden people across Iceland, I have come to see the profound ways in which myth, folklore, and landscape are intertwined. Belief in the unseen continues to influence identity, community, and environmental awareness, offering lessons that resonate far beyond Iceland’s shores.

This book is, in many ways, a continuation of a journey that began in Scotland - an exploration of the invisible threads that connect people to land, culture, and story. It is my hope that readers will encounter not only the elves themselves but also the enduring human desire to understand and honor the hidden dimensions of the world around us.
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The research for this study was guided by a combination of ethnographic observation, historical analysis, oral tradition collection, and literary review. The aim was to document, contextualize, and interpret Icelandic beliefs in the hidden people - the huldufólk - while situating these beliefs within both cultural and environmental frameworks.

Field Research and Observation

Fieldwork was conducted across multiple regions of Iceland, including Reykjavík, the Snæfellsnes Peninsula, the Westfjords, and rural communities in the southern and northern parts of the country. Visits focused on areas known for elf lore, sacred hills, boulders, lava fields, and other sites associated with the hidden people. Observational notes were recorded regarding the landscape, local signage, physical markers of sacred sites, and contemporary practices such as offerings or ritual acknowledgment.

Special attention was paid to interaction patterns: how residents, farmers, builders, and local guides behave in proximity to sites associated with elves, and how these behaviors reflect both respect and cultural continuity. The fieldwork included participation in local tours, seasonal observances, and community storytelling events.

Interviews and Oral Histories

Interviews were conducted with Icelanders across a range of ages, occupations, and locales to capture diverse perspectives. Participants included farmers, artisans, tour guides, folklorists, and elders with direct knowledge of local traditions. Semi-structured interviews allowed for open-ended discussions of elf experiences, rituals, and beliefs, while also probing for historical knowledge and familial transmission of stories.

Oral histories were documented both in narrative form and through audio recordings, with participants’ consent. These accounts provided insight into the lived experience of elf belief, the moral and ethical dimensions of interactions with the hidden people, and the continuity of practices across generations.

Literature and Archival Research

Historical texts, medieval sagas, folkloric collections, and contemporary literature were analyzed to trace the evolution of elf beliefs. Key sources included Jón Árnason’s 19th-century folktale collections, medieval sagas and eddic poetry, and scholarly analyses of Icelandic folklore. This research established continuity and transformation in elf beliefs, linking ancient Norse cosmology to contemporary cultural practice.

Archival research also included municipal records, planning documents, and environmental assessments where elf sites influenced decision-making, demonstrating the practical integration of folklore into modern life.

Comparative Analysis

To contextualize Icelandic belief within a broader European framework, comparative analysis was employed. Celtic fairy traditions, Norse mythology, and other European folk beliefs were examined for recurring motifs, moral frameworks, and ecological ethics. This allowed for identification of both unique Icelandic features and shared cultural patterns, highlighting the interplay between landscape, culture, and unseen beings.

Ethical Considerations

Given the sensitive and personal nature of belief, care was taken to respect participants’ privacy, consent, and cultural values. Fieldwork emphasized observation and documentation without interference, and oral accounts were treated with respect, acknowledging that stories of the hidden people are both deeply personal and socially significant.

Analytical Approach

The study combined qualitative and interpretive methods, synthesizing ethnographic observation, oral history, literary review, and comparative analysis. Patterns of belief, ritual practice, and environmental engagement were identified and interpreted within cultural, historical, and psychological frameworks. Emphasis was placed on the interplay of mythology, morality, and material landscape, capturing both the tangible and intangible aspects of elf belief.
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