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Icelandic sweaters, or lopapeysa (from 

"lopa" = wool, "peysa" = sweater), as they 

are known in Iceland, are extremely 

popular with travelers to the country.  

The Icelandic sweater is not an 

ancestral tradition.  Its popularity 

started in the 1950s and the garment 

has come in and out of fashion 

throughout the 20th century, but it was always used by locals as outdoor work outfits.  For 

a sweater to awarded the term “lopapeysa”, the garment needs 

to meet strict criteria.  First, real lopapeysa are hand knitted 

from unspun Icelandic wool (lopi: wool harvested from Icelandic 

sheep, a unique breed that has been in Iceland since the 

Norsemen settled in the ninth and tenth centuries). Second, 

traditional Icelandic sweaters have no front or back – they are 

made of three tubes (the body and two sleeves) knitted in the 

round and later grafted together.  Third, the motifs that make 

the lopapeysa so recognizable are to be found in the round 

yoke (around the collar), at the wrists, and at the bottom of the 

sweater on the hips. Traditionally, lopapeysa are knitted in two 

or three natural colors (no dye), such as white, grey, beige, 

black, or brown. 

Icelandic Socks 

As a rule, socks were knitted on the same day as 

shearing. Wool was treated during the day and 

socks had to be ready by the evening. Often, 

sock knitters competed in knitting-speed 

contests, sometimes propping their eyelids open 

with rods to overcome fatigue. An average 

knitter of that time produced 4 to 5 pairs of 

socks per day. So, it comes as no surprise that 

knitted goods were Iceland's top export. For 

example, in 1624, Iceland exported 72,230 

pairs of knitted socks and 12,232 mittens!  

 



Documents have been found, dating from the 17th and 18th centuries, which reveal that 

sweaters, mittens, and socks numbering in the hundreds of thousands were knit in Iceland 

and exported abroad. Historical documents suggest that knitting was an important part of 

Iceland’s economy. Knitting was done by both women and men, and it was joked that 

children learned to knit as soon as they learned to crawl.  

 

The early 20th century brought social change and a betterment of living conditions; 

Icelanders finally obtained political independence and were introduced to many new 

technologies that changed the peoples' way of life more profoundly than they had in any 

other country. Consequently, ceasing to be vital and replaced by new technologies and 

industries, hand knitting began to decline. But in the early 21st century, largely due to the 

economic crisis of 2008, hand-knitting again gained popularity among Icelanders as well 

as lovers of natural and environmentally friendly products everywhere. 

 

 

This site has wonderful patterns, plus knitting/hiking trips in Iceland! (Well, once we ever 

get to travel again!) 

https://icelandicknitter.com/category/knitting-patterns/all-the-patterns/ 

https://www.shopicelandic.com/pages/free-knitting-patterns 

 

Lopi wool: 

https://us.deramores.com/collections/lopi 

https://icelandicknitter.com/category/knitting-patterns/all-the-patterns/
https://www.shopicelandic.com/pages/free-knitting-patterns
https://us.deramores.com/collections/lopi

