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example of Reykjavík’s charm
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Hallgrímskirkja doors








DISCOVER Reykjavík


The Best of Reykjavík
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aerial view of Reykjavík.





Reykjavík is having a moment. Relatively affordable airfares are drawing weekenders from both sides of the Atlantic, giving Iceland’s capital city a chance to show off its urban appeal and highly individualistic style.


With quaint museums, cool music venues, and top-notch restaurants, small Reykjavík makes a big impression. Stroll the capital’s streets and explore the galleries, coffeehouses, intimate concert venues, and music shops—you can’t help but feel the city’s creative energy. Handcrafted local beers replace specialty coffees as the drink of choice come evening time, when low-key daytime hangouts morph into pulsing parties that fuel Reykjavík’s thriving nightlife scene.
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Reykjavík during twilight blue hour






The Best of Reykjavík



Day 1


Explore downtown Reykjavík and all the shops, galleries, restaurants, and coffeehouses the city has to offer. Walk down the street Skólavörðustígur to the landmark church Hallgrímskirkja to check out the amazing interior, beautiful organ, and view from the top. Grab coffee or lunch on Skólavörðustígur at Café Babalu, which makes tasty lattes and light meals like crepes and panini. The street is also where you can pick up a traditional Icelandic sweater at the Handknitting Association of Iceland.
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Reykjavík





Walk down the main street, Laugavegur, and pop into shops like Hrím for Icelandic design and Mál og Menning for books, T-shirts, and other tourist wares. Walk toward city hall and stroll around the manmade pond Tjörnin, where you can check out swans, ducks, and other birds that call the pond home.


For dinner, consider one of the city’s trendy restaurants, like Fiskfelagid for the freshest catch of the day or Buddha Café for Asian fusion. Reykjavík nightlife is epic, and venues like Húrra and Kex Hostel are perfect to check out local DJs or live bands and to dance the night away.


Day 2


Reykjavík’s harbor has a lot to see. Have breakfast at Café Haiti and watch boats enter the harbor. Sign up for a whale-watching or bird-watching excursion to have a chance to see minke whales, dolphins, fin whales, blue whales, and seabirds (depending on the season). Once back on land, take a walk over to the Saga Museum to learn about Iceland’s history and enjoy a coffee and snack or light meal at the in-house café, Kol & Salt. Walk over to Harpa concert hall to take in a concert or just check out the amazing interior and architecturally significant exterior.
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Harpa concert hall





Walk back downtown and check out the Reykjavík Art Museum, then have dinner at the wildly popular restaurant Osushi, which features delicious sushi. Stop by Bar 11 to hear some local live music.


Day 3


Go to Mokka café on Skólavörðustígur for breakfast—the waffles with homemade jam and fresh cream are delightful. Visit Reykjavík’s best record shops: Head to 12 Tónar, a few stores up from Mokka, and then walk to Lucky Records near Hlemmur bus station.


Instead of going directly to the airport, sign up for a bus transfer to the Blue Lagoon to enjoy the glorious milky water. Then head to Keflavík for your flight.
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soaking in the famous Blue Lagoon hot springs
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downtown Reykjavík
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a park near the Alþingishúsið.





Though Reykjavík is small, its energy mimics that of New York City or Berlin.


Reykjavík residents are known to have two lives: They work by day and become musicians, artists, novelists, or poets by night. While strolling on Reykjavík’s main street, Laugavegur, you’ll see street art among the high-end shops, musicians playing impromptu concerts outside coffeehouses, and small art galleries boasting original “Icelandic Design.” It’s undeniably a creative place.


Reykjavík’s history dates back to AD 874, when Ingólfur Arnarson from Norway established the first settlement in Iceland. The city slowly grew over the centuries, and in 1786, Reykjavík was established as an official trading town; 1786 is considered the city’s official founding date. Today, Reykjavík has a lot of people, cars, and trees—in stark contrast to the rest of Iceland. Roughly 200,000 of Iceland’s 330,000 residents live in the capital city.


While Reykjavík can seem quite urban with its galleries and restaurants, nature is never too far away. The air is unbelievably clean (unlike in many urban areas), and whales can be seen passing by the harbor during the summer.




Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Listasafn Reykjavíkur (Reykjavík Art Museum): It’s actually three museums in one, with one dedicated to sculpture, one to contemporary art, and one that houses the works of beloved Icelandic artist Jóhannes Kjarval. If you buy a ticket to one museum, you can visit the other two on the same day (click here).


S Hallgrímskirkja: The “Church of Hallgrímur” is a striking national monument dedicated to Hallgrímur Pétursson, one of Iceland’s most cherished and celebrated poets. Its tower offers spectacular views (click here).
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S Listasafn Íslands (National Gallery of Iceland): The largest collection of Icelandic art on the island has everything from classic portraits to gorgeous landscapes (click here).


S Tjörnin: Close to Reykjavík City Hall, this pond is a lovely place to take a stroll and enjoy the birdlife (click here).


S Harpa: This striking concert hall features individual glass panels that light up during the darkness of winter (click here).


S Sólfar (Sun Voyager): The large Viking boat sculpture by the sea has been delighting photographers and tourists for decades (click here).


S Perlan: This unique dome-shaped building has one of the best views of the city, with an outdoor deck and huge mounted binoculars to check out the city below (click here).


S Hiking Mount Esja: The 914-meter-high Esja is perfect for hikers who don’t have the time to venture far from the city. An easy climb on basalt rock climaxes with gorgeous views out to sea (click here).


S Bláa Lónið (Blue Lagoon): This gorgeous, geothermally heated spring heals the skin and soothes the body (click here).






PLANNING YOUR TIME



Given its small size, Reykjavík can be “done” in 1-2 days depending on your level of interest. Some travelers treat Reykjavík as their starting point before heading out on the Ring Road or booking day trips into the countryside, while others travel to Reykjavík specifically for the nightlife and art scene.


ORIENTATION


Reykjavík is the most compact capital city in all of Europe. City center and the old harbor are situated in the northern half of the city, and the main bus station (BSÍ) is in the south. Most of the hotels, museums, shops, and restaurants are in the northern half, and tourists don’t have to venture far outside city center on short trips to Reykjavík.


The main street in central Reykjavík is Laugavegur, which starts in the east. As you move west, it eventually becomes Bankastræti, which ends up Austurstræti. The streets tend to have long names, and there isn’t a grid system in place, but the city is small enough that you won’t get too lost. Hlemmur bus station on the east end of Laugavegur is Strætó’s main depot downtown. It can connect you to just about anywhere in central and greater Reykjavík.


Sights


CENTRAL REYKJAVÍK



S Listasafn Reykjavíkur (Reykjavík Art Museum)



The Reykjavík Art Museum is actually three museums (Hafnarhús, Kjarvalsstaðir, and Ásmundarsafn) in three different locations. Admission is 1,200ISK, and each museum is open 10am-5pm daily. It’s important to note that if you purchase a ticket to any one of the three museums, you are granted free admission to the other two. But the free entry is only available on the same day your ticket was purchased. Each museum is pretty small and you can hit all three in one day, as an hour at each is enough time.
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Reykjavík’s stunning setting
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HAFNARHÚS


Hafnarhús (Tryggvagata 17, tel. 354/590-1200, www.listasafnreykjavikur.is), which focuses on contemporary art, is the crown jewel of the three museums, in part because of its permanent collection of Erró paintings and prints. Erró, an Icelandic pop artist, is one of the most celebrated modern Icelandic artists. The museum’s collection is extensive, and works are regularly rotated to make room for new works. His work ranges from light pop art with bright colors and interesting characters to samples of line sketches from his earlier work. While the art can be playful, the artist also tackles political and social issues in his work. The museum also houses works from other Icelandic artists, as well as rotating exhibitions of foreign painters, designers, and visual artists. You get a sense that this is Reykjavík’s version of New York’s Museum of Modern Art. The museum is based in a nondescript white-block building, and the interior has three floors of exhibitions. The ground floor holds the souvenir shop and coat check along with a large open space for exhibits. The upper floors are dedicated to exhibitions.



KJARVALSSTAÐIR



Kjarvalsstaðir (Flókagata 24, tel. 354/517-1290, www.listasafnreykjavikur.is) is the place to go if you’re looking to explore the works of Icelandic painter Jóhannes Kjarval (1885-1972), who is best known for his dark and moody paintings of Iceland’s landscape. Kjarval was a master of capturing Iceland’s raw nature in the winter light. The majority of Kjarval’s collection was left to the city of Reykjavík after his death. The other wing of the museum features various Icelandic artists, ranging from well-known modern artists to some of Iceland’s best and brightest art students. The museum is one level with a coffeehouse in the middle of the two wings. The high ceilings and wall of windows by the coffeehouse make for an interesting space. A large outdoor field behind the museum sometimes serves as a spot for sculpture exhibitions. The museum is on the small size, so budget an hour to check out the art.


ÁSMUNDARSAFN


Ásmundarsafn (Sigtún, tel. 354/553-2155, www.listasafnreykjavikur.is) is an impressive sculpture museum featuring only the works of Ásmundur Sveinsson (1893-1982), who worked with materials including wood, copper, and iron. Ásmundur’s work is housed in a gorgeous stark white domed building. It’s small, so you only need an hour or less to explore the work, but it’s an hour well spent. An exhibit features what his workshop looked like, as well as renderings of projects, and his masterpiece, a chair carved out of wood. The detail of the chair is spectacular. An outdoor sculpture garden features interesting works among trees, shrubs, and flowers.
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Þjóðmenningarhúsið (Culture House)



Culture House (Hverfisgata 15, tel. 354/545-1400, www.thjodmenning.is, 11am-5pm daily, 1,000ISK) is a stately white neoclassic building that first opened to the public in 1909 as a museum. It is home to significant medieval manuscripts, including unique sagas, narratives, and poems from early settlers. Guided tours of exhibitions on Mondays and Fridays at 3pm last about an hour, or you can tour on your own. Rotating exhibitions throughout the year can include paintings, photography, or literary works. The exhibits do an excellent job of placing the manuscripts, literature, and artwork in context, giving visitors a great overview. Be sure to check the website to see what’s on view. Culture House also plays host to conferences, gatherings, and readings throughout the year, including Reykjavík’s annual design festival, DesignMarch, in the spring. The cafeteria serves light meals, and the traditional meat soup is delicious.



S Hallgrímskirkja



Hallgrímskirkja (Hallgrímstorg, tel. 354/510-1000, www.hallgrimskirkja.is, 9am-9pm daily June-Aug., 9am-5pm daily rest of year, free) is one of the most photographed, and most visited, sites in Reykjavík. The “Church of Hallgrímur” is a national monument dedicated to Hallgrímur Pétursson, one of the most cherished and celebrated poets of Iceland, who lived 1614-1674. It’s a modern structure, made out of concrete, that has basalt-style columns at the bottom coming to a point at the top.
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Hallgrímskirkja





Standing at 73 meters, the Lutheran church was designed by state architect Guðjón Samúelsson, and work started on the church in 1945. Completed in 1986, the church is a must-see for tourists. The interior is home to a gorgeous organ constructed by Johannes Klais Organworks in Germany, as well as beautiful stained-glass windows. Concerts ranging from choirs to organ performances are frequently held at the church. Be sure to check the website for upcoming concerts. An annual Christmas concert features traditional songs sung in English. It’s an active church that holds services.


The highlight of a trip to Hallgrímskirkja for many is a visit to the tower (9am-9pm daily June-Aug., 9am-5pm daily rest of year, 800ISK) at the top, which has spectacular views of the city. An elevator takes you to the tower.


Einar Jónsson Museum


The Einar Jónsson Museum (Eiríksgata 1, tel. 354/561-3797, www.lej.is, 1pm-5pm daily June-mid-Sept., 1pm-5pm Sat.-Sun. mid-Sept.-Nov. and Feb.-May, closed Dec.-Jan., 1,000ISK) houses the works of one of Iceland’s most celebrated sculptors, Einar Jónsson (1874-1954). Situated across the street from Hallgrímskirkja, the museum features work ranging from Christian-themed sculptures to those depicting Iceland’s rich folklore. Einar worked almost entirely with plaster, which was rare for the period. The outdoor sculpture garden is beautiful, whether the sun is shining or it is under a layer of snow. The garden makes the museum a very special visit. Plan to spend about an hour checking out the art inside, and if the weather is nice, spend additional time outside in the garden.


Hið Íslenzka Reðasafn (Icelandic Phallological Museum)


The Icelandic Phallological Museum (Laugavegur 116, tel. 354/561-6663, www.phallus.is, 10am-6pm daily, 1,000ISK) is just as weird as it sounds. Guests can view the penises of 200 Icelandic animals, including the arctic fox, walrus, seal, and polar bear. After the museum was moved to its current location in Reykjavík (from Húsavík in North Iceland), the curator unveiled his latest acquisition—a human member. The museum has members on display in glass cases, and preserved bones of certain mammals are hanging on the wall. The highlight is also a unique photo op: the huge whale specimen on display. Some people find the museum humorous, while others are a bit freaked out. Looking for unique postcards, T-shirts, and souvenirs? Look no further.


Spark Design Space


Spark Design Space (Klapparstígur 33, tel. 354/552-2656, www.sparkdesignspace.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat., free) was a welcome addition to the Reykjavík gallery scene. Before Spark opened in 2010, Reykjavík did not have a gallery dedicated to product design, which is surprising for such a design-conscious city. The gallery has rotating exhibitions ranging from poster design to home goods to 3D printer demonstrations. Spark plays a role in local events and festivals; it’s a venue during Reykjavík’s annual spring design festival, DesignMarch. Just off Laugavegur, the main street in downtown Reykjavík, Spark is in a great location among cool shops and popular bars.



Þjóðminjasafn Íslands (National Museum of Iceland)



The National Museum of Iceland (Suðurgata 41, tel. 354/530-2200, www.nationalmuseum.is, 10am-5pm daily May-mid-Sept., 11am-5pm Mon., 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. mid-Sept.-Apr., 1,500ISK) is Reykjavík’s main heritage and history museum, housing everything from tools and clothing of the settlement era to models of Viking-era ships. This is the best museum in the city to get insight on the history of the Icelandic nation and its people. The artifacts and exhibitions are well presented with clear information in English. Budget about two hours to take in all exhibits.


Saga Museum


The Saga Museum (Grandagardi 2, tel. 354/511-1517, www.sagamuseum.is, 10am-6pm daily, 2,000ISK) moved to its new location in 2014 after being housed in Perlan for years. With the move came a bigger and reinvigorated museum, with 17 exhibits ranging from Iceland’s first inhabitants to the nation’s conversion to Christianity to the reformation. Special emphasis is placed on important characters in Iceland’s history, such as Ingólfur Arnarson, who is believed to be the first settler in Iceland. There are interactive displays as well as artifacts on view and even a Viking dress-up area that is great for kids. They can play with replicas of traditional clothing and plastic swords. An audio guide in English, German, French, or Swedish is available to accompany your walk around the museum. The in-house café, Kol & Salt, serves light meals, coffee, and a selection of wine and beer. The cakes are very tempting. It’s best to budget two hours for this museum.


Norræna Húsið (Nordic House)


Nordic House (Sturlugata 5, tel. 354/551-7030, www.nordichouse.is, 11am-5pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-9pm Thurs.-Sat., free) is home to a library, café, and numerous cultural events during the year. For instance, literary and film festivals are held at the building, as well as fashion and music events. Most tourists visit Nordic House for the structure itself. The building, which was opened in 1968, was designed by noted Finnish architect Alvar Aalto, and several of his signature traits are reflected in the design, including the use of tile, white, and wood throughout the building. The exterior features a one-story design with a blue ceramic rooftop.


Ljósmyndasafn Reykjavíkur (Reykjavík Museum of Photography)


The Reykjavík Museum of Photography (Tryggvagata 15, tel. 354/563-1790, www.photomuseum.is, noon-7pm Mon.-Thurs., 1pm-5pm Fri.-Sun., free) has an extensive collection of photographs, as well as items and documents related to the practice of photography, from professional and amateur photographers in Iceland. The collection is divided into three categories: landscape, press, and portrait photography. The museum is small, but there are a lot of treasures to be found, including the oldest photo in the museum’s collection, a landscape photo, which dates from 1870. Iceland’s most famous landscape photographer, Ragnar Axelsson, regularly has photos on exhibit.



S Listasafn Íslands (National Gallery of Iceland)



If you have time for only one art museum, the National Gallery of Iceland (Fríkirkjuvergur 7, tel. 354/515-9600, www.listasafn.is, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun. mid-May-mid-Sept. 15, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sun. mid-Sept.-mid-May, 1,000ISK) should be it due to its large and varied collection. The National Gallery houses the country’s main collection of Icelandic art, with particular emphasis on 19th- and 20th-century Icelandic and international art. Here you will see everything from traditional landscape paintings to art depicting the sagas to works by modern Icelandic artists. Works from international artists on display include some from Pablo Picasso and Richard Serra. The stately white building is a stone’s throw from Tjörnin (The Pond), so if the weather is fair, taking a leisurely stroll after visiting the museum is quite nice.
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the National Gallery of Iceland





Raðhús (Reykjavík City Hall)


Reykjavík’s City Hall (Tjarnagata 11, tel. 354/411-1111, www.visitreykjavik.is) is more than just a building that houses the mayor and other officials. Built in 1992, the large white structure has a wall of windows overlooking the pond. On the ground floor, visitors will find an information desk with maps and tourist brochures, as well as a cozy café with a great view of the pond and city. A large hall is often used for art exhibitions and markets, and a huge model of Iceland is a favorite among tourists and is worth a visit.
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City Hall






S Tjörnin



Tjörnin (The Pond) is a small body of water, rich with birdlife, situated next to the Reykjavík City Hall building. Its scenic strip of colorful houses begs to be photographed. When the weather is nice, a walk around the pond, which is about 1.5 kilometers around, is delightful. Sculptures and benches dot the perimeter. Birdlife is plentiful, with arctic terns, ducks, seagulls, and swans. Feeding the birds is not allowed, so don’t be that tourist who empties a bag of stale bread at the edge. In the winter, the pond freezes and becomes popular for ice skating.


Alþingishúsið (Parliament House)


The Alþingishúsið is the meeting place of the national parliament members of Iceland. While Iceland’s democracy dates back to the year 930, and parliament members met at Þingvellir, the parliament was moved to Reykjavík in 1844. Situated near Austurvöllur park, the stone building was designed by Danish architect Ferdinand Meldahland and built in 1881. Currently, only the debating chamber and a few small meeting rooms are actually located the building. It’s not possible to attend sessions of parliament. Offices of most of Alþingi’s members are in other buildings in the area around Austurvöllur, which is actually the address of the building.


OLD HARBOR


Reykjavík’s old harbor has been undergoing a transformation over the past few years, and it’s become a dynamic place to visit, with shops, museums, new hotels, and the Ólafur Elíasson-designed Harpa concert hall.
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Reykjavík harbor






S Harpa



Reykjavík’s newest landmark, Harpa (Austurbakki 2, tel. 354/528-5000, www.harpa.is) is a striking glass structure that hosts rock concerts, operas, the Icelandic Symphony, and international conferences. Designed by Icelandic/Danish artist Ólafur Elíasson, the concert hall’s exterior features individual glass panels that light up during the darkness of winter. Individual glass panels sometimes blink in a pattern, or simply change colors. The building is particularly striking since it’s so close to the water in the harbor area. Since opening its doors in 2011, Harpa has been lauded by design organizations and magazines around the world, even earning the title of “Best Performance Venue of 2011” by Travel & Leisure magazine. There are daily guided tours of the building available for 1,750ISK, but it’s also a fun place to explore and take pictures, even if you’re not going to attend a concert or conference. A café on the bottom floor serves coffee, soft drinks, light meals, and cakes, and a formal restaurant on the fourth floor has stunning views of the harbor. Two shops also occupy the first floor: the record shop 12 Tónar and the design shop Epal.
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Harpa





Höfði House


Höfði House (Borgartún) is one of Reykjavík’s most historically significant buildings and worth a photo or two. Built in 1909, the stately white building was initially used as a consulate for France, and later served as a sort of guesthouse for famous folks passing through including Winston Churchill, the Queen of England and even actress Marlene Dietrich. Perhaps its most famous use was as the backdrop for the 1986 meeting between U.S. president Ronald Reagan and the head of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, that effectively ended the Cold War. Today, Höfði is owned by the City of Reykjavík and is currently used for official receptions and meetings. Although the house is unfortunately not open to the public, visitors are welcome to explore the exterior of the building.
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