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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.
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This book offers a balanced mix of Scandinavia’s dynamic capital cities and cozy small towns. Along with enjoying open-air folk museums, a fjord cruise, and a smörgåsbord, you can bike across a sleepy Danish isle, walk on a glacier, steam in a Finnish sauna, and wander among Sweden’s eerie, prehistoric monoliths. And for an exciting Baltic side trip, I’ve included Tallinn, Estonia’s charming capital.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Scandinavia to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Happy travels!
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Map: Scandinavia’s Best Three-Week Trip by Car, Train, Boat, and Plane


BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


Scandinavia—known for its stunning natural beauty, fun-loving cities, trendsetting design, and progressive politics—is one of Europe’s most enjoyable corners. A visit here connects you with Viking lore, immigrant roots, modern European values, and the great outdoors like nowhere else. You’ll gasp at breathtaking fjords, glide on a ferry boat among picturesque islands, and marvel at the livability of bustling capitals.


What exactly is Scandinavia? It’s Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. Finland is a Nordic country (like its Scandinavian neighbors), while Estonia is a Baltic state. Together yet distinct, these five countries offer a fascinating look at northern Europe. Here’s a snapshot per country:


Denmark, a flat peninsula with small islands and long bridges, is the smallest and most densely populated. Simply put, Denmark is cute. It feels like a mini-golf course inhabited by happy blond gods and goddesses. Sights include lively Copenhagen, a passel of castles, Viking ships, Legoland, inviting towns, and adorable islands. Danes embrace the concept of hygge, which means enjoying the cozy simplicity of everyday life, like walking along the beach, or sharing a picnic of smørrebrød (open-faced sandwiches) with a friend.


Norway is a land of intense beauty, with steep mountains and deep fjords carved out and shaped by an ancient ice age. This sparsely populated country is long: Oslo, the capital, is as far from the northern tip of Norway as it is from Rome. Along with its personable capital, the country’s highlights include the salty port of Bergen, colorful villages, and wildly scenic routes over the mountains and through the fjords. Norway’s icons are all things Viking, wooden stave churches, knitted sweaters, and lutefisk (imagine fish Jell-O).
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The village of Balestrand on Norway’s unforgettable Sognefjord; craft demonstration at Stockholm’s Skansen folk museum





Sweden, a forested land of clear lakes and island chains, is the largest Scandinavian country and has the grandest capital. Stockholm is a public-service announcement for good living, and its Skansen open-air folk museum is Europe’s oldest and best. Sweden’s attractions are an archipelago cruise, historic castles, glassworks tours, pleasant cities, and exceptional museums. Though industrious, Swedes always make time for fika—a coffee break with pastry—a habit you’ll quickly adopt.


Finland is flat, friendly, and underrated. Its capital city, Helsinki, holds its own among the Nordic capitals for its bustling waterfront, modernist architecture and sophisticated design, and steamy saunas. The European Union’s youngest capital city, it carries an east-meets-west mix of cultures. Helsinki is a popular port, connected to Stockholm by overnight cruise and with Tallinn, Estonia by quick ferries.


Estonia, a small Baltic country, has islands, marshlands, and patriotic singers. Estonians achieved independence from Russia in 1991 through their peaceful Singing Revolution. They specialize in global technology, while folk music remains dear to their hearts. The photogenic Old World capital of Tallinn makes for an engaging visit—by ferry from Helsinki or overnight cruise from Stockholm.




How to Enjoy a Smörgåsbord


The Swedish smörgåsbord (known in Denmark and Norway as the koldtbord) is a Scandinavian culinary tradition. While the word smörgåsbord originally meant a “bread-and-butter table” and koldtbord means “cold table,” today’s smorgasbords are an abundant feast of appealing appetizers, hot and cold dishes, and desserts.


Seek out a smorgasbord at least once during your trip, just for the experience of seeing so much wholesome and tasty Nordic food spread out before you.


Locals indulge in a smorgasbord mainly at festive times such as the Christmas season, but anyone can dig into this all-you-can-eat buffet any time of the year at bigger hotels and on overnight ferries. It’s always smart to reserve a smorgasbord in advance. You’ll generally pay one set price for the meal, though fancier drinks may cost extra (confirm before imbibing).


Follow the simple steps below to make the most of your smorgasbord experience.


Skäl! Smaklig måltid! Cheers! Enjoy your meal!
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A smorgasbord is all-you-can-eat, so survey your options before taking your portions, then return for more of your favorites; cross your fork and knife to signal that you’re not yet done.





1.  Arrive hungry and take time to browse through the buffet before you begin, so you can budget your stomach space. Think of the smorgasbord as a five- or six-course meal.


2.  Don’t overload your plate. Instead make multiple trips, taking a fresh plate and cutlery each time. Dish up small servings and pace yourself.


3.  To signal to the waiter that you’re finished with each round, lay your fork and knife side by side on the plate. If you’re getting up but are not finished with your plate, cross your fork and knife in an X shape on the plate.


4.  Begin with the herring dishes (pickled, smoked, and in white cream sauce, to name several), along with small boiled potatoes and crispbreads.


5.  Next, sample the other fish dishes and more potatoes. Warm dishes include baked trout and salmon, poached fish, and shellfish. You’ll likely see gravlax—salt-cured salmon served on crisp rye crackers with sweet mustard sauce.


6.  Move on to salads (greens, coleslaw, potato salad, beets, and marinated or pickled veggies), egg dishes (omelets and deviled, topped with caviar or shrimp), and various cold cuts.


7.  Now for the hearty main dishes—it’s meatball time! Reindeer, other roasted meats, sausages, casseroles, stews, and pâtés vie for your attention. Add mashed potatoes, dumplings, pasta, or rice, and ladle on gravy. Condiments include jams (such as lingonberry and gooseberry), mustard, and horseradish.


8.  Sample Nordic cheeses: semisoft Danish Havarti, creamy-yet-tangy Castello (a blue cheese), mild Jarlsberg (with holes), and Norwegian geitost (sweet, brown goat cheese that looks like earwax).


9.  Room for dessert? Enjoy seasonal fruits and peruse racks of traditional pastries, cakes, and custards.


10.  Cap your meal with coffee or tea, or go with beer, wine, or spirits such as vodka or akvavit.
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A typical smorgasbord includes a tempting herring sampler, Swedish meatballs with lingonberries, and cheeses.








Politically, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden are constitutional monarchies, each with a figurehead monarch who cuts ribbons, works with a democratically elected parliament and a prime minister, and tries to stay out of the tabloids. As for royalty, talk about keeping it all in the family: Each of Scandinavia’s current monarchs is descended from Oscar I, king of Sweden and Norway (ruled 1844-1859). In contrast, Finland and Estonia have democratically elected presidents.


Of the five countries, all but Norway are in the European Union, though only Finland and Estonia use the euro. Norway, with the world’s second-longest coastline (after Canada), resists EU membership, unwilling to share its offshore oil and fishing rights (and give up hunting for minke whales).


Scandinavia is rich, with a high standard of living, as American tourists learn the hard way. Residents pay hefty taxes but receive cradle-to-grave security in return. Generally speaking, citizens willingly share the burden for the common good. Studies consistently show that Scandinavians lead longer, healthier, and happier lives than the rest of the world. They’re well educated, well traveled, and generally content. Talk with the people you meet; just about everyone speaks English. They tend to speak their minds frankly and have a good sense of humor.
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Danes win the happiness race; colorful buildings in Stortorget, Stockholm’s oldest square
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Everything about Scandinavia feels well designed, from its governments and transportation systems down to everyday objects. Furniture and appliances are both functional and beautiful: sleek, appealing, and efficient.


Summertime is Scandinavia’s time to shine, when this “land of the midnight sun” enjoys 18 hours of daylight. Everyone finds a reason to be outside. Scandinavians love nature and outdoor activities: cycling, hiking, boating, and fishing. Given their pristine natural surroundings, they’re environmentalists—valuing hydroelectric and wind power—and are committed to preserving resources for future generations.


Despite their ultramodern, progressive outlook, Scandinavians still honor their traditions. Parents tell their kids old folktales about grumpy, clever trolls, and gardeners dot their yards with ornamental gnomes. At midsummer, locals in traditional clothing dance around maypoles to the tunes of folk bands. At winter solstice and Christmas, they enjoy Yule cakes and winter beer. Scandinavia is sailing confidently into the high-tech future on the hardy ship of its Viking past.



Scandinavia’s Top Destinations



This overview categorizes Scandinavia’s top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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DENMARK



▲▲▲Copenhagen (allow 2 days)



This vibrant capital hosts the Little Mermaid sculpture, the old-time Tivoli Gardens amusement park, and Renaissance King Christian IV’s Rosenborg Castle. Wander from the irresistible, shop-lined pedestrian street called Strøget to the colorful little harbor of Nyhavn. Gawk at the eye-opening hippie enclave at Christiania and get an earful of the city’s thriving jazz scene.



▲Near Copenhagen (1-2 days)



You have four good options: Roskilde, west of Copenhagen, has the excellent Viking Ship Museum and Denmark’s royal cathedral. To the north of Copenhagen, opulent Frederiksborg Castle is the “Danish Versailles”; plainer Kronborg Castle has a dramatic waterfront setting; and the Louisiana Art Museum features lush sculpture gardens and modern art galleries.



▲▲Central Denmark (2 days)



The peaceful isle of Ærø harbors Denmark’s best-preserved 18th-century village, Ærøskøbing. This small island is perfect to explore on a loop tour by bike or car. Between Ærø and Copenhagen is the busy town of Odense, with the slick, engaging Hans Christian Andersen House on the site of his birthplace.



▲Jutland (1-2 days)



Denmark’s second-largest city, Aarhus, has an appealing-to-stroll center, the impressive ARoS art museum, a prehistory museum (with a well-preserved Iron Age “bog man”), and an open-air museum of bygone Danish life. This family-friendly region also hosts the Legoland amusement park and the village of Jelling with its historic rune stones.



NORWAY




▲▲▲Oslo (2 days)



The compact core of Norway’s capital holds an inspiring City Hall, inviting harborfront promenade, striking Opera House, and outstanding National Museum (with Munch’s The Scream). A quick ferry takes you to the Bygdøy district and museums dedicated to famous ships—Viking, Fram, and Kon-Tiki—plus the Norwegian Folk Museum. Just beyond the center, hundreds of bronze and granite statues adorn majestic Vigeland Sculpture Park.



▲▲Bergen (1 day)



The historic port town has a lively fish market, harborfront Bryggen quarter (with colorful buildings), interesting museums, and a funicular up a little mountain for sea-and-city views. Activities from Bergen include fjord cruises (plus an express boat to Balestrand) and bus tours to composer Edvard Grieg’s home at Troldhaugen.
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Ærøskøbing town; Danish waffles; Rosenborg Castle in Copenhagen






▲▲▲Norway in a Nutshell (1-2 days)



This popular route connects Oslo and Bergen via train, bus, and ferry in a wonderfully scenic journey brimming with pristine waterfalls, verdant forests, steep mountains, and Norway’s best fjord (the Sognefjord). To break the journey, you can overnight here and side-trip to Borgund Stave Church.



▲▲More on the Sognefjord (1-2 days)



The hamlet of Balestrand makes a cozy fjordside home base, with a cidery and glacier excursions, and the Hopperstad Stave Church nearby. An hour east, the serene Lustrafjord (best seen by car) features the lovable hamlet of Solvorn, another stave church (Urnes), and the chance to walk on a glacier.



▲Gudbrandsdal Valley and Jotunheimen Mountains (1-2 days, best for drivers)



This lush valley northwest of Oslo has Lillehammer, with its Olympics heritage and Maihaugen open-air folk museum. The rugged Jotunheimen Mountains offer the Lom Stave Church, rustic log-cabin accommodations, fine hikes, sweeping vistas, and the Sognefjellsvegen scenic drive to the Lustrafjord.



▲▲Ålesund and the Geirangerfjord (2 days)



Scenically scattered across islands, and with a colorful Art Nouveau core, Ålesund may be Norway’s prettiest city. A drive over the twisty Trollstigen road takes you to the Geirangerfjord, popular for its panoramic viewpoints, scenic drives, and lonesome shelf farms.



▲Stavanger (1 day)



Norway’s “oil town” and third-biggest city, with a charming shiplap old town and vivid street art, is a popular springboard for nearby Pulpit Rock—a dramatic promontory that attracts hikers and view seekers.



▲Setesdal Valley (2 days)



A worthwhile deep dive into rural Norway, this time-passed valley is lined with remote villages, sod-roofed cabins, and rich traditions; it’s a scenic, low-impact drive for connecting Bergen or the fjords to Stavanger or Kristiansand (with its ferry to Denmark).
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(Clockwise from top) Oslo’s Opera House; kayaking on the Sognefjord; Bergen fish market; stave church in Lillehammer’s Maihaugen open-air folk museum
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(Clockwise from top) Royal pomp and circumstance in Stockholm; ancient burial mounds near Uppsala; Stockholm’s tranquil archipelago; glassblowing in southeast Sweden






SWEDEN




▲▲▲Stockholm (2 days)



This splendid capital has charming Gamla Stan (historic Old Town island), a fun changing of the guard, and a stately City Hall with tower views. Sights include the superb Skansen open-air folk museum, astonishing Vasa Museum (17th-century warship), and fan-pleasing ABBA museum. The sleek port offers an archipelago cruise and overnight boats to Helsinki and to Tallinn.



▲Near Stockholm (1 day)



Choose among three good day trips: the lavish, royal Drottningholm Palace with its Baroque-era theater; the cute town of Sigtuna with rune stones and 18th-century buildings; and the university town of Uppsala, with its historic cathedral, Linnaeus Garden and Museum, and ancient burial mounds.



▲Stockholm’s Archipelago (1 day)



Sweden’s rocky garden of more than 30,000 islands is best seen by boat. You’ll catch a glimpse from the overnight boat to Helsinki or Tallinn, but it’s better if you get up close via the ferries that connect Stockholm’s islands. You can visit multiple islands in one day and even stay overnight.



▲Southeast Sweden (2 days)



This sleepy region features two top towns. Lively Kalmar boasts a massive 12th-century castle and the nearby island of Öland, with sandy beaches and Iron Age monoliths. Pleasant Växjö has fine museums on Swedish emigration and glass making. Sweden’s Glass Country, between the two towns, is dotted with glassblowing hotshops among endless forest-and-lake scenery (easiest with a car).



FINLAND




▲▲Helsinki (1-2 days)



Finland’s attractive capital is fun to reach on a scenic overnight cruise from Stockholm. Helsinki is a delight for its striking architecture, particularly its unusual churches and rival cathedrals. Other top sights are the bustling waterfront market, grand pedestrian boulevard, and museums ranging from art and design to history and folk culture. The fortress island guarding the harbor is a huge park—a joy on a sunny day.


ESTONIA



▲▲Tallinn (1 day)



This lively Baltic capital adds spice to a Nordic itinerary. Its quaint, fun-to-explore Old Town core is corralled by intact medieval walls. Sights include the Russian Orthodox Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, Nordic Europe’s best market, a fascinating Nazi and Soviet occupation museum, and Kadriorg Park, with a contemporary art museum. Tallinn is connected by boat to Helsinki (two-hour ferry) and Stockholm (overnight cruise).
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Helsinki’s Sibelius Monument—a forest of organ pipes in a forest of trees; Tallinn’s Alexander Nevsky Cathedral
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itineraries (see the sidebars) give you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 21 days, but you can adapt them to fit your own interests and time frame.


If you like to keep busy day and night, spend more time in the capitals, which offer plenty of sights, activities, and evening excitement. If you’d rather focus on smaller cities, the best ones—with enough sights to keep you entertained for a longer stay—are Aarhus (Denmark), Kalmar (Sweden), and Bergen (Norway). For tranquil villages, relax in Denmark’s Ærøskøbing or Norway’s Balestrand or Solvorn.


Nature lovers linger in Norway, basing in a mountain lodge or fjordside town to enjoy hikes, cruises, and scenic drives. If regal palaces and medieval castles thrill you, Denmark and Sweden deliver royally. And throughout this seafaring region, the maritime museums are excellent (and Oslo has the most).


For a stroll through traditional Old World culture, seek out an open-air folk museum. Every country has at least one; these are even more meaningful if you have ancestral ties to the region.
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Cruisers enjoy scenic fjord excursions and overnight boats (which connect Stockholm with Helsinki and Tallinn; and Oslo with Copenhagen). If cruising doesn’t appeal, consider taking budget flights to Helsinki and Tallinn.


Connoisseurs of relaxation will find the most saunas per capita in Sweden and Finland. For family fun, Denmark’s Legoland and Tivoli Gardens are tops.


In this land of attractive cities, colorful towns, and eye-popping natural beauty, photographers want to go everywhere.


Decide when to go.


Summer is a great time to visit. Scandinavia bustles and glistens under the July and August sun; all the major sights are open and in full swing. At these northern latitudes, the days are long—in Oslo, on June 21 the sun comes up around 4:00 and sets around 23:00. In many places, things don’t kick into gear until about June 20, when Scandinavian schools let out. You’ll notice crowds in July and August, but up here “crowds” mean fun and action rather than congestion. It quiets down when the local kids go back to school, around August 20.


Travel in May, early June, and September lacks the vitality of summer but offers occasional good weather and minimal crowds. In Norway, the weather can remain pleasant from late May to mid-June, and late August through mid-September but—especially in fjord- and mountain-towns—quite a few sights, restaurants, and services close outside of the summer school break.


Unless winter sports are high on your agenda, winter is a bad time to explore Scandinavia. The region’s metabolism slows down like a hibernating bear’s, and many sights and accommodations close or keep a limited schedule. The weather can be cold and dreary, and the days are short. Christmastime activities, such as colorful markets and Copenhagen’s festively decorated Tivoli Gardens, offer some warmth during this chilly season.


For weather specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix.


Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for transatlantic flights on Google Flights.


Decide if you’ll travel by car, public transportation, or a combination. The public transit system is sleek and reliable; in general, trains are faster and pricier than buses.


A car is fun for exploring the countryside, but is useless in big cities. Scandinavian regions best suited for a car are Norway’s scenic fjord-and-mountain country, Denmark’s Jutland region (rune stones and Legoland park), and southeast Sweden (to visit glassworks).


Overnight cruises can be a fun and efficient way to link Scandinavian cities. A cruise sounds pricey, but keep in mind you’re paying for accommodations and transportation, combined with a memorable experience.
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Gamla Stan, Stockholm’s old town; wildflowers in the Danish countryside near Roskilde







Scandinavia’s Best Three-Week Trip by Car, Train, Boat, and Plane


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	2

	Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	3

	Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	4

	Pick up car, visit Roskilde and Odense

	Aarhus






	5

	Aarhus

	Aarhus






	6

	Choose more time in Aarhus, a stop in Legoland, or earlier arrival in Ærø

	Ærøskøbing






	7

	Ærø loop tour

	Ærøskøbing






	8

	To Copenhagen, drop car, take direct train to Kalmar

	Kalmar






	9

	Kalmar

	Kalmar






	10

	Train to Stockholm (optional stop in Växjö)

	Stockholm






	11

	Stockholm

	Stockholm






	12

	Stockholm, night boat to Helsinki

	Boat






	13

	Helsinki

	Helsinki






	14

	Day trip to Tallinn by ferry

	Helsinki






	15

	Morning flight to Oslo

	Oslo






	16

	Oslo

	Oslo






	17

	Pick up car, visit Lillehammer and Gudbrandsdal Valley

	Jotunheimen Mountains area






	18

	Jotunheimen Mountains, Sognefjellsvegen scenic drive to Lustrafjord

	Lustrafjord area or Aurland






	19

	Fjord cruise, drive to Bergen, drop car

	Bergen






	20

	Bergen

	Bergen






	21

	Fly home

	 









Notes: Flying into Copenhagen and out of Bergen (with a likely transfer in Copenhagen) can be wonderfully efficient. If you’d rather end your trip in Oslo, fly from Helsinki to Bergen, and explore Norway by car east to Oslo.


To see more of southeast Sweden, rent a car in Kalmar on Day 10 and tour the Glass Country and Växjö, where you can catch the train for Stockholm. Or stop in Växjö en route when you train from Kalmar to Stockholm.


With less time, instead of renting a car to link Oslo and Bergen, take the one-day Norway in a Nutshell train/fjord cruise/train trip between the two cities, trimming two overnights.
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Flights are relatively inexpensive, given the time you’ll save (check SkyScanner.com for intra-European flights; just keep in mind air travel’s larger carbon footprint). For example, a two-hour flight connects Helsinki and Oslo, but it’s approximately 22 hours by overnight boat (Helsinki to Stockholm) and bullet train (Stockholm to Oslo). Instead of taking a round-trip cruise, consider taking a leisurely boat one-way, then a quick flight back (or to your next destination).


To determine approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit Bahn.com for train schedules.


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Scandinavia’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; whether you travel by car or train, it’ll take you a half-day to get between most destinations.


Staying in a home base (like Copenhagen) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit that country’s national tourist website).


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.




Scandinavia’s Best Three-Week Trip by Train, Boat, and Plane


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	2

	Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	3

	Copenhagen

	Copenhagen






	4

	Train to Aarhus with stops in Roskilde and Odense

	Aarhus






	5

	Aarhus

	Aarhus






	6

	Train to Svendborg (via Odense), then ferry to Ærø

	Ærøskøbing






	7

	Ærø

	Ærøskøbing






	8

	Train to Kalmar

	Kalmar






	9

	Kalmar

	Kalmar






	10

	Morning train to Stockholm

	Stockholm






	11

	Stockholm

	Stockholm






	12

	Stockholm, night boat to Helsinki

	Boat






	13

	Helsinki

	Helsinki






	14

	Helsinki, afternoon ferry to Tallinn

	Tallinn






	15

	Tallinn

	Tallinn






	16

	Morning flight to Oslo

	Oslo






	17

	Oslo

	Oslo






	18

	Train and boat (via “Nutshell” route) to the Sognefjord

	Aurland or Flåm






	19

	Sognefjord to Bergen via express boat

	Bergen






	20

	Bergen

	Bergen






	21

	Fly home

	 









Notes: To add Legoland, visit it between Ærø and Aarhus (and overnight in Billund). If tight on time, you can link Oslo to Bergen without an overnight on the Norway in a Nutshell trip.
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(Clockwise from top) Drinks and a view above Bergen; driving in Norway; floating wooden sauna in Sweden; ferries to Stockholm’s archipelago







Trip Costs Per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Copenhagen costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a three-week trip by public transportation, allow $650 per person. This covers a second-class Eurail Scandinavia pass (4-country, 6 days in 1 month), plus the cost of boat rides that aren’t covered or discounted by the pass (such as Norway’s Flåm-Aurland-Bergen route). The pass includes a discount on boat fares in the Stockholm-Helsinki-Tallinn triangle (without using a counted travel day). Consider the value of your time: Taking a short flight can beat taking a day-long train ride.


Car Rental: Allow $350-500 per week (booked well in advance; daily rates vary), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.


Ferries: For the overnight cruises between Stockholm and Helsinki or Tallinn, allow about $100-125 per person for a one-way fare. The short Helsinki-Tallinn ferry costs $30-40 one-way. Look for discounts for rail-pass holders, students, families, seniors, and round-trip fares.
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Budget Tips


To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Scandinavia and mentioned in this book.


A Eurail Scandinavia rail pass will save you money on train travel. City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) decrease your cost per ride.


Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. At sights, ask about discounted admissions, as many aren’t posted. (Legoland offers discounted tickets online.) If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask).


Midsummer hotel discounts are possible but are generally offered only by the more expensive hotels. To save money, do as the Scandinavians do and stay in hostels (most have private rooms and great breakfasts). Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Scandinavia. The breakfasts offered at your lodgings are all-you-can-eat and so hearty that you’ll need only a sandwich for lunch. Many restaurants offer reasonably priced lunch specials. Convenience and grocery stores sell a broad array of affordable to-go dishes, rescuing travelers shell-shocked by sit-down restaurant prices. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a glacier walk or a smorgasbord. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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Hiking the Nigard Glacier in Norway’s Lustrafjord; foodie paradise in Oslo’s Mathallen food hall
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport. Be aware of any entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) before you travel (quick and easy process; check https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start searching for flights.


Figure out your transportation options: It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.) If you plan to take an overnight boat between major cities in summer or on weekends, book it in advance (see “Connections” sections in destination chapters for details).


Reserve long-distance rail travel in advance. If you’re doing the Norway in a Nutshell route in July or August, make reservations for the Oslo-Myrdal and Myrdal-Flåm trains (see the Norway in a Nutshell chapter). If you want to take your car on Denmark’s Svendborg-Ærø ferry, reserve at least a week in advance.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. You don’t need to bring the local currency for your trip; you can withdraw cash from ATMs in Europe (though you won’t need much in Scandinavia).


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or rely on Wi-Fi instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. Use the app to listen to audio tours of Europe’s top sights, plus my public radio show interviews with travel experts from around the globe. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store, or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, boat, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your passport and backup cash and cards secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money and a card in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and devices to the cloud as you travel.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as sightseeing early or late.


Prepare for border crossings. Border security between Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and Estonia may be a wave-through, but be prepared to show your passport. When you change countries, you change languages and currency (except between Finland and Estonia, which both use the euro).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Most Scandinavians—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some of the local language, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help, but you can get a head start by practicing the survival phrases in this book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Scandinavian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest to discover the perfect fjord view, the tastiest pastry, and the coziest hyggelig experience. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Scandinavia...here you come!
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DENMARK
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DENMARK



Danmark


Map: Denmark


Danish Survival Phrases


Denmark is by far the smallest of the Scandinavian countries, but in the 16th century, it was the largest: At one time, Denmark ruled all of Norway and the three southern provinces of Sweden. Danes are proud of their mighty history and are the first to remind you that they were a lot bigger and a lot stronger in the good old days. And yet, they’re a remarkably mellow, well-adjusted lot—organized without being uptight, and easygoing with a delightfully wry sense of humor.
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In the 10th century, before its heyday as a Scan-superpower, Denmark was, like Norway and Sweden, home to the Vikings. More than anything else, these fierce warriors were known for their great shipbuilding, which enabled them to travel far. Denmark’s Vikings journeyed west to Great Britain and Ireland (where they founded Dublin) and brought back various influences, including Christianity.


Denmark is composed of many islands and a peninsula (Jutland) that juts up from northern Germany. Denmark also has two territories—Greenland and the Faroe Islands—both far to the west and largely autonomous.
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Denmark’s two main islands are Zealand (Sjælland in Danish), where Copenhagen is located, and Funen (Fyn in Danish), where Hans Christian Andersen (or, as Danes call him, simply “H. C.”) was born. Out of the hundreds of smaller islands, ship-in-bottle-cute Æro is my favorite. The Danish landscape is gentle compared with the dramatic fjords, mountains, and vast lakes of other Scandinavian nations. Danes (not to mention Swedes and Norwegians) like to joke about the flat Danish landscape, saying that you can stand on a case of beer and see from one end of the country to the other. Denmark’s highest point in Jutland is only 560 feet above sea level, and no part of the country is more than 30 miles from the sea.


In contrast to the rest of Scandinavia, much of Denmark is arable. The landscape consists of rolling hills, small thatched-roof farmhouses, beech forests, and whitewashed churches with characteristic stairstep gables. Red brick, which was a favorite material of the nation-building King Christian IV (1588–1648), is everywhere—especially in major civic buildings such as city halls and train stations.
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Danes are mainly of Scandinavian descent, with immigrants—mostly Turkish, Polish, Syrian, German, and Iraqi—making up 14 percent of the population. Greenland is home to the indigenous Inuit, and the Faroe Islands to people of Nordic heritage. Most Danes speak both Danish and English, with a small minority speaking German, Inuit, or Faroese.


The population is 75 percent Protestant (mostly Evangelical Lutheran), but only a small minority attend church regularly. The majority are ethnic Danes, and many (but certainly not all) of them have the stereotypical blond hair and blue eyes. Two out of three Danes have last names ending in “-sen.” The assimilation of ethnic groups into this homogeneous society, which began in earnest in the 1980s, is a source of some controversy. But in general, most Danes have a live-and-let-live attitude and enjoy one of the highest standards of living in the world. Taxes are high in this welfare state, but education is free and medical care highly subsidized. Generous parental leave extends to both men and women.




Denmark Almanac


Official Name: Kongeriget Danmark—the Kingdom of Denmark—or simply Denmark.


Size: At 16,600 square miles, Denmark is roughly twice the size of Massachusetts. Its population is 5.8 million.


Geography: Denmark includes the Jutland peninsula in northern Europe. Situated between the North Sea and the Baltic Sea, it shares a 42-mile border with Germany. In addition to Greenland and the Faroe Islands, Denmark also encompasses over 400 islands (78 of which are inhabited). Altogether Denmark has 4,544 miles of coastline. The mainland is mostly flat, and nearly two-thirds of the land is cultivated.


Latitude and Longitude: 56°N and 10°E, similar latitude to northern Alberta, Canada.


Biggest Cities: Denmark’s capital city, Copenhagen (pop. 1.3 million), is located on the island of Zealand (Sjælland). Aarhus (on the mainland) has 277,000, and Odense (on Funen/Fyn) has 179,000.


Economy: Denmark’s modern economy is holding its own, with a gross domestic product of just over $350 billion. Denmark’s top exports include pharmaceuticals, machinery, and food products. It is also one of the world’s leaders in exports of wind turbine technology. The GDP per capita is about $58,000.


Government: Denmark is a parliamentary constitutional monarchy. King Frederik X is the head of state, but the head of government is the prime minister, a post elected every four years. The 179-member parliament (Folketinget) is elected every four years.


Flag: Red with a white cross.
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The Average Dane is 42 years old, has 1.8 children, and will live to be 81. Danes get five weeks of paid vacation per year and routinely rank among the happiest people in the world.





Denmark, one of the most environmentally conscious European countries, is a front-runner in renewable energy, recycling, and organic farming. You’ll see lots of modern windmills dotting the countryside. Wind power accounts for 53 percent of Denmark’s energy today. By 2030, the country hopes to free itself completely from its dependence on fossil fuels. About 60 percent of waste is recycled. In grocery stores, organic products are shelved right alongside nonorganic ones—for the same price.
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Denmark’s Queen Margrethe II reigned for 52 years before announcing at the end of 2023 that she would abdicate her role and hand the throne to her son, Frederik. A very popular and talented woman, Margrethe designs coins, stamps, and book illustrations in addition to her royal duties (she still holds the title of Queen Margrethe). Her son, now King Frederik X, married Australian Mary Donaldson in 2004, who is the first Australian-born queen and is also popular with Danes (she committed to learning Danish before they were married). The birth of their son Christian, now Crown Prince and heir to the throne, in 2005 was cause for a national celebration (the couple have four children). Danes gather around the TV on New Year’s Eve to hear the monarch’s annual speech to the nation.
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The Danes are proud of their royal family and of the flag, a white cross on a red background. Legend says it fell from the sky during a 13th-century battle in Estonia, making it Europe’s oldest continuously used flag. You’ll see it everywhere—decorating cakes, on clothing, or fluttering in the breeze atop government buildings. It’s as much a decorative symbol as a patriotic one.


You’ll also notice that the Danes have an odd fixation on two animals: elephants and polar bears, both of which are symbols of national (especially royal) pride. The Order of the Elephant is the highest honor that the Danish monarch can bestow on someone; if you see an emblematic elephant, you know somebody very important is involved. And the polar bear represents the Danish protectorate of Greenland—a welcome reminder to Danes that their nation is more than just Jutland and a bunch of flat little islands.




Denmark Sleep and Restaurant Codes


Denmark’s currency is the Danish kroner (7 DKK = about $1)


Sleep Code
















	$$$$

	
Splurge: Most rooms over 1,800 DKK






	$$$

	
Pricier: 1,500-1,800 DKK






	$$

	
Moderate: 1,100-1,500






	$

	
Budget: 750-1,100 DKK






	¢

	
Backpacker: Under 750 DKK






	RS%

	Rick Steves discount









Restaurant Code
















	$$$$

	
Splurge: Most mains over 225 DKK






	$$$

	
Pricier: 150-225 DKK






	$$

	
Moderate: 110-150 DKK






	$

	
Budget: Under 110 DKK












From an early age, Danes develop a passion for soccer. You may see red-and-white-clad fans singing on their way to a match. Despite the country’s small size, the Danish national team does well in international competition. Other popular sports include sailing, cycling, badminton, and team handball.


The Danish language, with its three extra vowels (Æ, Ø, and Å), is notoriously difficult for foreigners to pronounce. Even seemingly predictable consonants can be tricky. For example, the letter “d” is often dropped, so the word gade (street)—which you’ll see, hear, and say constantly—is pronounced “gah-eh.” Luckily for us, most Danes also speak English and are patient with thick-tongued foreigners. Danes have playful fun teasing tourists who make the brave attempt to say Danish words. The hardest phrase, rød grød med fløde (a delightful red fruit porridge topped with cream), is nearly impossible for a non-Dane to pronounce. Ask a local to help you.


Sample Denmark’s sweet treats at one of the many bakeries you’ll see. The pastries that we call “Danish” in the US are called wienerbrød in Denmark. Bakeries line their display cases with several varieties of wienerbrød and other delectable sweets. Try kringle, snegle, or Napoleonshatte, or find your own favorite. (Chances are it will be easier to enjoy than to pronounce.) To learn about two of Denmark’s great cheap eats, the open-faced sandwich (smørrebrød) and the hot dog (pølse), see here.
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For a selection of useful Danish survival phrases, see the next page. Two important words to know are skål (“cheers,” a ritual always done with serious eye contact) and hyggelig (pronounced HEW-geh-lee), meaning warm and cozy. Danes treat their home like a sanctuary and spend a great deal of time improving their gardens and houses—inside and out. Cozying up one’s personal space (a national obsession) is something the Danes do best. If you have the opportunity, have some Danes adopt you during your visit so you can enjoy their warm hospitality.


Heaven to a Dane is returning home after a walk in a beloved beech forest to enjoy open-faced sandwiches washed down with beer among good friends. Around the hyggelig candlelit table, there will be a spirited discussion of the issues of the day, plenty of laughter, and probably a few good-natured jokes about the Swedes or Norwegians. Skål!



Danish Survival Phrases



The Danes tend to say words quickly and clipped. In fact, many short vowels end in a “glottal stop”—a very brief vocal break immediately following the vowel. While I haven’t tried to indicate these in the phonetics, you can listen for them in Denmark...and (try to) imitate. Three unique Danish vowels are æ (sounds like the e in “egg”), ø (sounds like the German ö—purse your lips and say “oh”), and å (sounds like the o in “bowl”). The letter r is not rolled—it’s pronounced farther back in the throat, almost like a w. The d at the end of a word sounds almost like our th; for example, mad (food) sounds like “math.” In the phonetics, ī sounds like the long i sound in “light,” and bolded syllables are stressed.
















	Hello. (formal)

	Goddag.    goh-day







	Hi. / Bye. (informal)

	Hej. / Hej-hej.    hī / hī-hī







	Yes. / No.

	Ja. / Nej.    yah / nī







	Please. (May I?)*

	Kan jeg?    kahn yī







	Please. (Can you?)*

	Kan du?    kahn doo






	Please. (Would you?)*

	Vil du?    veel doo






	Thank you (very much).

	(Tusind) tak.    (too-sin) tack






	You’re welcome.

	Selv tak.    sehl tack






	Can I help (you)?

	Kan jeg hjælpe (dig)?    kahn yī yehl-peh (dī)






	Excuse me. (to pass)

	Undskyld mig.    oon-skewl mī







	Excuse me. (Can you help me?)

	Kan du hjælpe mig?    kahn doo yehl-peh mī







	(Very) good.

	(Meget) godt.    (mī-ehl) goht






	Goodbye.

	Farvel.    fah-vehl







	zero / one / two

	nul / en / to    nool / een / toh






	three / four

	tre / fire    tray / feer






	five / six

	fem / seks    fehm / sehks






	seven / eight

	syv / otte    syew / oh-deh






	nine / ten

	ni / ti    nee / tee






	hundred

	hundrede    hoo-nuh






	thousand

	tusind    too-sin






	How much?

	Hvor meget?    vor mī-ehl






	local currency (Danish) crown

	(Danske) kroner    (dahn-skeh) kroh-neh






	Where is...?

	Hvor er...?    vor ehr






	…the toilet

	...toilettet    toy-leh-teht






	men / women

	herrer / damer    hehr-ah / day-mah






	water / coffee

	vand / kaffe    van / kah-feh






	beer / wine

	øl / vin    uhl / veen






	Cheers!

	Skål!    skohl






	Can I have the bill?

	Kan jeg få regningen?    kahn yī foh rī-ning-ehn









*Because Danish has no single word for “please,” they approximate that sentiment by asking “May I?,” “Can you?,” or “Would you?,” depending on the context.
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COPENHAGEN


København


Copenhagen at a Glance


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Orientation to Copenhagen


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Copenhagen


ARRIVAL IN COPENHAGEN


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND COPENHAGEN


Map: Copenhagen Public Transportation


Tours in Copenhagen


ON FOOT


BY CANAL BOAT


BY BUS


BY BIKE


Copenhagen City Walk


Map: Copenhagen City Walk


Copenhagen Harbor Boat Tour


Sights in Copenhagen


Map: Christianshavn


Map: Christiania


Shopping in Copenhagen


WHERE TO SHOP


Nightlife in Copenhagen


Sleeping in Copenhagen


HOTELS IN CENTRAL COPENHAGEN


Map: Copenhagen Hotels


BUDGET HOTELS


HOSTELS


Eating in Copenhagen


CHEAP MEALS


Map: Copenhagen Restaurants


RESTAURANTS


Copenhagen Connections


BY PLANE


BY TRAIN


BY BUS


BY OVERNIGHT BOAT TO OSLO


BY CRUISE SHIP


Copenhagen, Denmark’s capital, is the gateway to Scandinavia. It’s an improbable combination of corny Danish clichés, well-dressed executives having a business lunch amid cutting-edge contemporary architecture, and some of the funkiest counterculture in Europe. And yet, it all just works so tidily together. In wonderful, wonderful Copenhagen, like in so many great European cities, it’s a joy to simply wander and be inspired by the different ways a city can be designed for its people. Rather than parking spots, Copenhagen says, why not have a harbor promenade with built-in trampolines for passers-by to enjoy? (It can be done!)


[image: Image]


A busy day cruising the canals, rambling through the palace, and taking an old-town walk will give you your historical bearings. Then, after another day strolling the Strøget (STROY-et, Europe’s first and greatest pedestrian shopping mall), biking the canals, and sampling the Danish good life (including a gooey “Danish” pastry), you’ll feel right at home. Live it up in Scandinavia’s least expensive and most fun-loving capital.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


A first visit deserves a minimum of two days and three nights. Note that many sights are closed on Monday.


Day 1


Catch a 9:30 city walking tour with Richard Karpen. After lunch, catch the relaxing canal-boat tour out to The Little Mermaid and back. Enjoy the rest of the afternoon tracing Denmark’s cultural roots in the National Museum and visiting the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek art gallery (Impressionists and Danish artists). Spend the evening strolling with Copenhageners as you follow my Copenhagen City Walk.


Day 2


At 10:00, go Neoclassical at Thorvaldsen’s Museum, and tour the royal reception rooms at the adjacent Christiansborg Palace. After a smørrebrød lunch, see Rosenborg Castle, with Denmark’s crown jewels, in the afternoon. Spend the evening at Tivoli Gardens.


More Evening Options


During a busy trip, Christiania—the hippie squatters’ community—with its fun eateries and music vibe, fits best in the evening. Christiania is not for everyone. But it’s worth considering if you’re intrigued by alternative lifestyles. If that’s not your thing, a good option is to take a boat across the harbor to the fun food and culture district called Refshaleøen (see my Copenhagen Harbor Boat Tour).
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Orientation to Copenhagen


Copenhagen is huge (with 1.3 million people), but for most visitors, the walkable core is the diagonal axis formed by the train station, Tivoli Gardens, Rådhuspladsen (City Hall Square), and the Strøget pedestrian street, ending at the colorful old Nyhavn sailors’ harbor. Bubbling with street life, colorful pedestrian zones, and most of the city’s sightseeing, the Strøget is fun. But be sure to also get off this main drag and explore. Doing things by bike or on foot, you’ll stumble upon charming bits of Copenhagen that many travelers miss.


Outside the old city center are four areas of interest to tourists:


To the north are Rosenborg Castle and Amalienborg Palace, with The Little Mermaid nearby. Across the harbor from The Little Mermaid is Refshaleøen, a fun food and culture district. South of Refshaleøen, east of the center, are Christianshavn (Copenhagen’s “Little Amsterdam” district) and the alternative enclave of Christiania.


Finally, to the west (behind the train station) is Vesterbro, a young and trendy part of town with lots of cafés, bars, and boutiques; the hip Meatpacking District (Kødbyen); and the Carlsberg brewery (plus the picnic-friendly Frederiksberg Park).


Many of these sights are walkable from the Strøget, but going by bike, Metro, boat, or bus can be more efficient. In good weather, the city is an absolute delight by bike. Nearly anything in the town center is within a 10-minute pedal (faster than taking a taxi).




The Story of Copenhagen


If you study your map carefully, you can read the history of Copenhagen in today’s street plan. København (“Merchants’ Harbor”) was born on the little island of Slotsholmen—today home to Christiansborg Palace—in 1167. What was Copenhagen’s medieval moat is now a string of pleasant lakes and parks, including Tivoli Gardens. You can still make out some of the zigzag pattern of the moats and ramparts in the city’s greenbelt.
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Many of these fortifications, and several other landmarks, were built by Denmark’s most memorable king. You need to remember only one character in Copenhagen’s history: Christian IV. Ruling from 1588 to 1648, he was Denmark’s Renaissance king and a royal party animal (see the “King Christian IV” sidebar, later). The personal energy of this “Builder King” sparked a golden age when Copenhagen prospered and many of the city’s grandest buildings were erected. In the 17th century, Christian IV extended the city fortifications to the north, doubling the size of the city, while adding a grid plan of streets and his Rosenborg Castle. This “new town” was the district around the Amalienborg Palace.


In 1850, Copenhagen’s 140,000 residents all lived within this defensive system. Building in the no-man’s-land outside the walls was only allowed with the understanding that in the event of an attack, you’d burn your dwellings to clear the way for a good defense.


Most of the city’s historic buildings still in existence were built within the medieval walls, but conditions became too crowded, and outbreaks of disease forced Copenhagen to spread outside the walls. Ultimately those walls were torn down and replaced with “rampart streets” that define today’s city center: Vestervoldgade (literally, “West Rampart Street”), Nørrevoldgade (“North”), and Østervoldgade (“East”). The fourth side is the harbor and the island of Slotsholmen, where København was born.





TOURIST INFORMATION


Copenhagen’s TI, which bills itself as “Wonderful Copenhagen,” is a blatantly for-profit company providing information only about businesses that pay hefty fees. While staff can answer basic questions, it’s worthwhile mostly for its big racks of brochures and free publications including the Guide to Buses, Train & Metro map, and the tourist newspaper Copenhagen Post. You can pick up a free city map just as easily at many hotels and other places in town (TI open July-Aug Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun until 16:00; Sept-June Mon-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-15:00; Vesterbrogade 4B, just up the street from the main exit of train station—across from the towering Radisson Blu Royal Hotel, good Lagkagehuset bakery in building; second location in Central Station; +45 70 22 24 42, www.visitcopenhagen.com).
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Copenhagen Card: This card includes entry to virtually all sights in the city (including expensive Tivoli Gardens and Rosenborg Castle) and all local transportation in all zones of the greater Copenhagen area. It can save busy sightseers some money and the hassle of choosing the right transportation pass. If you plan to visit a lot of sights (especially those with steep entry prices) and will travel to nearby destinations such as Kronborg Castle and Roskilde Cathedral, do the math to see if buying this pass adds up (459 DKK/24 hours, 679 DKK/48 hours, 839 DKK/72 hours, 979 DKK/96 hours, 1,099 DKK/120 hours; sold at the TI, online, and some hotels; www.copenhagencard.com). For a little more money, you can get the HOP version, which includes the Strömma Hop-On, Hop-Off bus tour (see here).


ARRIVAL IN COPENHAGEN


By Train


The main train station, Hovedbanegården (HOETH-bahn-gorn; look for København H on signs and schedules), is called Central Station on English maps and signage. It’s a temple of travel and a hive of travel-related activity (and 24-hour thievery). Kiosks and fast-food eateries cluster in the middle of the main arrivals hall. From the main entrance, the ticket office is at the back of the station (Mon-Fri 7:00-20:00, Sat-Sun 8:00-18:00) and can help you buy tickets or make reservations for an upcoming high-speed train trip (required even of rail-pass holders).
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Within the station, you’ll find baggage storage (go down stairs marked Bagagecenter at back of station; lockers and checkroom/garderobe both open long hours daily); pay WCs (credit cards only, right side of station); a branch of the recommended Lagkagehuset bakery (front of station); and lots more. At both the front and the back of the station, you’ll find ATMs.


The tracks at the back of the station (tracks 9-12) are for the suburban train (S-tog). The Metro entry is out back (follow M signs).


Getting into Town: If you want to get right to sightseeing, you’re within easy walking distance of downtown. Just exit the front door, and you’ll run into one of the entrances for Tivoli Gardens; if you go around Tivoli’s left side and up a couple of blocks, you’ll be at Rådhuspladsen, where my Copenhagen City Walk begins.


Hotels are scattered far and wide around town. It’s best to get arrival instructions from your hotelier, but if you’re on your own, here are some tips:


To reach hotels behind the station, slip out the back door—just go down the stairs at the back of the station marked Reventlowsgade.


For hotels near Nørreport, ride the S-tog from the station two stops to Nørreport, or catch the Metro. For hotels near Nyhavn, take the Metro three stops to Kongens Nytorv, within a few minutes’ walk of Nyhavn.


Note: If you’re staying near Nørreport (or near Nyhavn, an easy Metro connection from Nørreport), check the train schedule carefully; many local trains (such as those from the airport and some from Roskilde) continue through Central Station to Nørreport Station, saving you an extra step.


By Plane, Boat, or Cruise Ship


See “Copenhagen Connections” at the end of this chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Book Ahead: For Rosenborg Castle, Meet the Danes, the community dinner at Folkehuset Absalon, and any fine-dining restaurants, book in advance to avoid long lines and/or disappointment. To climb the tower at Our Savior’s Church in summer you must make online reservations in advance. If you plan to take the overnight boat to Oslo (or drive onto any ferry), make reservations—especially in summer and on weekends. For the Copenhagen-Oslo overnight ferry, contact DFDS or visit the DSB Rejsebureau at Central Station (see here).


Money: Credit cards are rapidly replacing cash in Denmark.


Blue Monday: As you plan, remember that most sights close on Monday, with these exceptions: Christiansborg Palace (closed Mon Oct-April), City Hall, Rosenborg Castle (closed Mon off-season), Round Tower, Royal Library, Our Savior’s Church, Tivoli Gardens (generally closed late Sept-late March), both Harbor Baths (closed Oct-May), and various tours (canal, bus, walking, and bike). You can explore Christiania, but Monday is its rest day so it’s unusually quiet and some restaurants are closed.


Festivals: The Copenhagen Jazz Festival—10 days in early July—puts the town in a rollicking slide-trombone mood. The Danes are Europe’s jazz enthusiasts, and this music festival fills the town with happiness (www.jazz.dk). There’s also a winter jazz festival in February. The Copenhagen Summer Festival brings chamber music to Charlottenborg Palace every August (www.copenhagensummerfestival.dk).


Pharmacies: Steno Apotek is across from the train station (open 24 hours, Vesterbrogade 6C, +45 33 14 82 66). Kongelig Hof Apotek is at the other end of town, between Nyhavn and Amalienborg Palace (closed Sun, Store Kongensgade 45, +45 33 14 11 68). For locations, see the “Copenhagen” map, earlier.


Laundry: You’ll find a coin-op laundry (møntvask) near Nørreport (50 yards from Ibsens Hotel at Nansensgade 84), and another several blocks west of my train-station-area hotel listings at Flensborggade 20 (both daily 7:00-21:00, see the “Copenhagen” map, earlier, for locations). Vaskel is wash, tørring is dry, and sæbe is soap.


GETTING AROUND COPENHAGEN


By Public Transit


It’s easy to navigate Copenhagen, with its fine Metro, buses, harbor boats, and S-tog (a suburban train system with stops in the city). Pick up the Guide to Buses, Train & Metro map at the TI for an overview of all your public transit options or see DinOffentligeTransport.dk. For a helpful website that covers public transport (nationwide) in English, consult Rejseplanen.dk.


Tickets and Passes: Tickets and City Passes can be purchased with the Copenhagen DOT mobile app or at train and Metro station ticket machines. Bus fares can also be paid with cash onboard.
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The same tickets are used throughout the system. A 24-DKK, two-zone ticket gets you an hour’s travel within the city center. Traveling to or from the airport requires a three-zone ticket (30 DKK). To bring a bike onboard a train or bus you’ll need an additional 15-DKK ticket.


If you plan to ride transit exclusively in central Copenhagen, the City Pass Small is a good value—and it covers the trip from the airport (80 DKK/24 hours, 150 DKK/48 hours, 200 DKK/72 hours, covers zones 1-4). If you’ll be traveling to outlying sights too, including Roskilde, Frederiksborg Castle, Louisiana Art Museum, or Kronborg Castle, consider the City Pass Large (160 DKK/24 hours, 300 DKK/48 hours, 400 DKK/72 hours, covers all travel zones).


The Copenhagen Card is some travelers’ best choice for its sheer convenience. It covers all public transportation in the greater Copenhagen area (including to Roskilde, Frederiksborg Castle, Louisiana Art Museum, etc.), canal-boat tours, and admission to nearly all major sights (see “Tourist Information,” earlier).


Metro: Copenhagen’s Metro is simple, futuristic, and usually the fastest way to get around. The Metro connects the airport with many stops within the city center: Nørreport (near Rosenborg Castle), Østerport, Marmorkirken (near Amalienborg Palace), Kongens Nytorv (near Nyhavn and the Strøget’s north end), Gammel Strand (near Slotsholmen Island), Rådhuspladsen, Central Station, and Christianshavn. Nearly all recommended hotels are within walking distance of Central Station or one of these stops. For details on the Metro, including route maps, see http://intl.m.dk.
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Buses: Buses serve many of the major sights in town every three to ten minutes during the day. Night buses are indicated by N on bus stop signs and run at least every 20 minutes (more frequent Fri-Sat). There’s also a floating Harbor Bus (described on here).


Bus lines that end with “A” (such as #2A) use quiet, eco-friendly, electric buses that are smaller than normal buses, allowing access into the narrower streets of the old town. Among these, #2A is particularly useful, connecting Refshaleøen, Christianshavn, Central Station, Rådhuspladsen in the city center, and then onward to points west.


Other, non-“A” buses, which are bigger and tend to be more direct, can be faster for some trips:


Bus #23 runs a handy route right through the main tourist zone, from Central Station/Tivoli to Østerport station with stops at Rådhuspladsen, Stormbroen (National Museum), Gammel Strand, and Kongens Nytorv (near Nyhavn).


Bus #26 runs from Central Station/Tivoli to Nyhavnbroen (near Nyhavn).


Bus #27 runs from the cruise ports of Oceankaj and Langelinie to the Østerport station, with a stop on Indiakaj, near The Little Mermaid.
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Buses #31 and #37 run from Central Station to Christianshavn.


By Boat: The hop-on, hop-off Harbor Bus (Havnebus) boat stops at the Royal Library (near Christiansborg Palace), Christianshavn (near Knippels Bridge), Refshaleøen, Nyhavn, the Opera House, and the Nordre Toldbod cruise-ship pier, which is a short walk from The Little Mermaid. The boat is part of the city bus system (lines #991 and #992) and covered by the tickets described earlier (runs 7:00-19:00). See my “Copenhagen Harbor Boat Tour” on here to take a do-it-yourself harbor cruise or consider a guided cruise (described later, under “Tours in Copenhagen”).


S-tog Train: The S-tog is basically a commuter line that links stations on the main train line through Copenhagen; for those visiting the city, the most important stops are Central Station and Nørreport (where it ties into the Metro system). Note that while rail passes are valid on the S-tog, it’s probably not worth using a travel day. The S-tog is very handy for reaching many of the outlying sights described in the Near Copenhagen chapter.


By Taxi


Taxis are plentiful, easy to call or flag down, and pricey (39-DKK pickup charge and then about 10 DKK/kilometer—higher in evenings and on weekends). For a short ride, four people spend about the same by taxi as by bus. Calling +45 35 35 35 35 will get you a taxi within minutes...with the meter already well on its way. Because of the strong taxi union, Uber does not operate in Copenhagen.


By Bike


Cyclists see more, save time and money, and really feel like locals. With a bike, you have Copenhagen at your command. I’d rather have a bike than a car and driver at my disposal. Virtually every street has a dedicated bike lane (complete with bike signal lights). Warning: Police routinely issue hefty tickets to anyone riding on sidewalks or through pedestrian zones. Note also that bikes can’t be parked just anywhere. Observe others and park your bike among other bikes. The simple built-in lock that binds the back tire is adequate.
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Renting a Bike: Your best bet for renting a bike is often your hotelier: Many rent (or loan) decent bikes at fair rates to guests.


Rosenborg Cykler, near Nørreport Station, rents three-gear bikes and helmets (Mon-Fri 8:30-18:00, Sat 10:00-15:00, closed Sun; Rosenborggade 3K—for location see the “Copenhagen” map, earlier; +45 20 44 55 57, www.rosenborgcykler.dk).


Donkey Republic’s orange bikes, which you’ll see all over the city, are easy to rent with the company’s app (www.donkey.bike).


Tours in Copenhagen


ON FOOT


Copenhagen is an ideal city to get to know by foot. You have several good tour options. For Christiania tours, see the listing on here.



▲▲Hans Christian Andersen Tours by Richard Karpen



Once upon a time, American Richard Karpen visited Copenhagen and fell in love with the city. Now, dressed as writer Hans Christian Andersen in a 19th-century top hat and long coat, he leads 1.5-hour tours that wander in and out of buildings, courtyards, and back streets of the old town. Along the one-mile route, he gives an entertaining background on the history, culture, and contemporary life of Denmark (150 DKK, cash only, kids under 12 free; departs from outside the TI, near Central Station at Vesterbrogade 4B; mid-May-mid-Sept Mon-Sat at 9:30, none on Sun; no reservations—just show up). Richard departs promptly—if you miss him look for the tour at the next stop at Rådhuspladsen. He also offers private city, Rosenborg Castle, and National History Museum tours (price varies, May-Sept, +45 91 61 95 02, www.copenhagenwalks.com, copenhagenwalks@yahoo.com). For more about Hans Christian Andersen, see here.
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▲City Walks by Red Badge Guides



Four local female guides work together to give two-hour English-language city tours. Their walks mix the city’s highlights, back lanes, history, art, and contemporary social issues, and finish at Amalienborg Palace around noon for the changing of the guard (150 DKK, cash only, May-Sept Fri-Sat at 10:00, departs from TI at Vesterbrogade 4B, just show up, +45 20 92 23 87, www.redbadgeguides.dk, redbadgeguides@gmail.com). They also offer private tours year-round upon request (1,825 DKK/2-3 hours, 3,925 DKK/day).




Copenhagen at a Glance


▲▲▲Tivoli Gardens Copenhagen’s classic amusement park, with rides, music, food, and other fun. Hours: April-mid-Sept Mon-Thu 11:00-22:00 or 23:00, Fri-Sat until 24:00; also open daily 11:00-22:00 mid-Oct-early Nov and mid-Nov-New Year’s Day.





▲▲▲National Museum History of Danish civilization with tourable 19th-century Victorian Apartment. Hours: Museum—daily 10:00-18:00, Oct-May Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon; Victorian Apartment—English tours June-July Sat-Sun at 12:30, Danish tours year-round Sat-Sun at 11:00, 12:00, and 14:00.





▲▲▲Rosenborg Castle and Treasury Renaissance castle of larger-than-life “warrior king” Christian IV. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00; Nov-March Tue-Sun 10:00-16:00, closed Mon.





▲▲▲Christiania Colorful counterculture squatters’ colony. Hours: Guided tours at 15:00 (daily July-Aug, only Sat-Sun rest of year).





▲▲Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek Denmark’s top art gallery, featuring Egyptians, Greeks, Etruscans, French, and Danes. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon.





▲▲Christiansborg Palace Royal reception rooms with dazzling tapestries. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, Oct-April closed Mon (and may close for royal events); stables and carriage museum open 13:30-16:00—longer hours possible July-Aug; palace chapel open daily 10:00-18:00 in July, otherwise open Sun until 17:00, closed Mon-Sat.





▲▲Thorvaldsen’s Museum Works of the Danish Neoclassical sculptor. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon.





▲City Hall Copenhagen’s landmark, packed with Danish history and symbolism and topped with a tower. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-13:00, closed Sun.





▲Museum of Copenhagen The best city history museum in town. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00.





▲Amalienborg Museum Quick and intimate look at Denmark’s royal family. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, until 16:00 and closed Mon off-season.





▲Museum of Danish Resistance Chronicle of Denmark’s struggle against the Nazis. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, Sept-April closed Mon.





▲Rosenborg Gardens Park surrounding Rosenborg Castle, filled with statues and statuesque Danes. Hours: Daily until dusk.





▲National Gallery of Denmark Good Danish and Modernist collections. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Wed until 20:00, closed Mon.





▲Our Savior’s Church Spiral-spired church with bright Baroque interior. Hours: Church—Mon-Sat 11:00-15:30, closed Sun except for worship.; tower—Mon-Sat 9:00-20:00, Sun 11:30-15:00, closed in bad weather.





Private Guide


Heidi Klintemøller Hansen, a licensed local guide (and chair of the local guides’ association), enjoys tailoring a tour to your personal interests (1,875 DKK/3 hours, 3,500 DKK/day, +45 51 92 63 03, www.danishinsights.dk, heidi@danishinsights.dk).



▲▲Copenhagen History Tours



Christian Donatzky, a charming Dane with a master’s degree in history, runs walking tours on Saturday mornings in July and August. Those with a serious interest in Danish history will find any of Christian’s tours time well spent (120 DKK, Sat at 10:00, 1.5 hours, small groups of 5-15 people, departs from statue of Bishop Absalon on Højbro Plads, English only, no reservations necessary—confirm schedule on website and just show up, +45 28 49 44 35, www.historytours.dk/copenhagen, info@historytours.dk). Christian can also be booked for private tours.


BY CANAL BOAT


For many, the best way to experience the city’s canals and harbor is by canal boat. Two companies—Netto-Bådene and Canal Tours Copenhagen—offer essentially the same live, one-hour cruise in two or three languages. Both boats leave at least twice an hour, cruise around the palace and Christianshavn area, then proceed into the wide-open harbor. Best on a sunny day, it’s a relaxing way to see The Little Mermaid and munch on a lazy picnic during the slow-moving narration.
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Netto boats depart from Nyhavn (midway down the canal, on the city side). Strömma boats depart from Nyhavn (at the head of the canal) and from near Christiansborg Palace near Gammel Strand at Ved Stranden.



▲Netto-Bådene Cruises



These inexpensive cruises cost about half the price of their rival, Strömma. These inexpensive cruises cost far less than the price of their rival, Strömma. Go with Netto; there’s no reason to pay more than double (50 DKK, all cruises covered by Copenhagen Card; mid-March-mid-Oct daily 10:00-17:00, runs later in summer, shorter hours in winter; sign at dock shows next departure, generally every 30 minutes, dress warmly—boats are open-top until Sept, +45 32 54 41 02, www.havnerundfart.dk).


Strömma Canal Tours


This more expensive option with nicer boats does the same cruise as Netto (109 DKK, Ved Stranden departures covered by Copenhagen Card; combo tickets with hop-on, hop-off bus or Tivoli available; daily March-late Oct 10:00-17:00, runs later in summer, shorter hours in winter, no tours Jan-Feb; generally live guides doing Danish/English tours, 4/hour, boats are sometimes covered if it’s raining, +45 32 96 30 00, www.stromma.dk). Strömma also runs one-hour evening jazz cruises (see “Nightlife in Copenhagen,” later) and other theme cruises.


BY BUS


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Double-decker buses with recorded narration circle the city for a basic 1.5-hour orientation, allowing you to get on and off as you like at over two dozen stops, including Tivoli Gardens, Gammel Strand near Christiansborg Palace, The Little Mermaid, Rosenborg Castle, and Nyhavn sailors’ quarter.


City Sightseeing red buses and green Hop-On, Hop-Off buses are both run by Strömma—the same tickets are valid on both buses (199 DKK/24 hours; 48- and 72-hour versions available, book online or pay driver, covered by HOP Copenhagen Card; May-mid-Sept daily 9:30-18:00, shorter hours off-season, www.stromma.dk). Strömma also offers a 299-DKK ticket that includes a 48-hour hop-on, hop-off bus ticket and a one-hour guided canal boat cruise.


Another operation—called Red Sightseeing—does a similar route (daily until 17:00, shorter hours off-season; 223 DKK/24 hours, www.redsightseeing.com).



BY BIKE




▲Bike Copenhagen with Mike



Mike Sommerville offers three-hour guided bike tours of the city. A Copenhagen native, Mike enjoys showing off his city to visitors, offering historic background and contemporary cultural insights along the way (350 DKK includes bike rental and helmet, price same with or without a bike; RS%—50-DKK discount with this book, maximum 2 discounts per book and must show book at check-in, cash only; April-Sept daily at 10:00, sometimes also at 14:30 in summer; reservations required, participants must be between ages 12-65 and have good urban biking skills). All tours are in English and depart from his bike shop at Sankt Peders Straede 47, in the Latin Quarter (see the “Copenhagen” map, earlier, for location). Mike also offers private tours (www.bikecopenhagenwithmike.dk, bikemikeone@gmail.com).


Copenhagen City Walk


1 Rådhuspladsen


Map: Copenhagen City Walk


4 The Strøget


6 Cathedral of Our Lady (Vor Frue Kirke)


7 Copenhagen University


8 Gammeltorv and Nytorv


9 Amagertorv


10 Gråbrødretorv


11 “Stork” Fountain Spin Tour


Christiansborg Palace and the Birthplace of Copenhagen


15 Børsen (Stock Exchange)


16 Havnegade Promenade


18 View of Nyhavn


19 Kongens Nytorv


20 Hviids Vinstue


Walk Extension: Nyhavn to Amalienborg


21 Amalienborg Palace and Square


Kastellet Park


22 The Little Mermaid


This self-guided walk takes about two hours. It starts at Rådhuspladsen (City Hall Square) and heads along the pedestrian street, the Strøget, through the old city, onto the island of Slotsholmen (home of Christiansborg Palace), along the harbor promenade, and through Nyhavn, the sailors’ quarter with the city’s iconic canal-front houses. The walk officially ends at Kongens Nytorv (“King’s New Square”), though you can detour another 10 minutes to Amalienborg Palace and then another 15 minutes beyond that to The Little Mermaid.



1 Rådhuspladsen



Start from Rådhuspladsen, the bustling heart of Copenhagen, dominated by the tower of the City Hall. For 700 years, Copenhagen was contained within its city walls, and this square was its fortified west end. By the mid-1800s, 140,000 people were packed inside. The overcrowding led to hygiene problems. (A cholera outbreak killed 5,000.) It was clear: The walls needed to come down...and they did. Those formidable town walls survive today only in echoes—a circular series of roads and the remnants of moats, which are now people-friendly city lakes (see the sidebar on here). Today, with its convenient Metro station, Rådhuspladsen is where the city gathers to celebrate.
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• Stand 50 yards in front of City Hall and turn clockwise for a...


Rådhuspladsen Spin-Tour: The City Hall, or Rådhus, is worth a visit (described on here). Old Hans Christian Andersen sits to the right of City Hall, almost begging to be in another photo (as he used to in real life). Climb onto his well-worn knee. (While up there, you might take off your shirt for a racy photo, as many Danes enjoy doing.)


H. C. is looking at 2 Tivoli Gardens (across the street), which he loved and which inspired him. Tivoli Gardens was founded in 1843, when magazine publisher Georg Carstensen convinced the king to let him build a pleasure garden outside the walls of crowded Copenhagen. The king quickly agreed, knowing that happy people care less about fighting for democracy. Tivoli became Europe’s first great public amusement park. When the train lines came, the station was placed just beyond Tivoli.


The big, glassy building with the DI sign is filled with the offices of Danish Industry—a collection of Danish companies whose logos you can see in the windows.


The big, broad boulevard is Vesterbrogade (“Western Way”), which led to the western gate of the medieval city (behind you, where the pedestrian boulevard begins). Here, in the traffic hub of this huge city, you’ll notice...not many cars. Throughout Copenhagen, you’ll see how the mayor’s mantra, “We will build a city not for cars but for people”—along with tax-and-regulation policies that encourage small electric cars and use of public transit and bikes—is shaping the city.


Down Vesterbrogade towers the Radisson Blu Royal Hotel (with its SAS sign), once Copenhagen’s only skyscraper. When it was built in 1960, Copenhageners took one look and decided—that’s enough of a skyline. Notice there are no other buildings taller than the five-story limit in the old center.


The golden 3 weather girls (on the corner, high above Vesterbrogade) indicate the weather: on a bike (fair weather) or with an umbrella (foul). These two have been called the only women in Copenhagen you can trust, but for years they’ve been stuck in the almost-sunny mode...with the bike just peeking out. You’ll notice that the red temperature dots max out at 28˚ Celsius (that’s 82˚ Fahrenheit...a good memory aid: transpose 28 to get 82).


Farther to the right, the next street (once the local Fleet Street, with the big newspapers) still has the offices for Politiken (one of Denmark’s leading newspapers) and the best bookstore in town, Politikens Boghal.


As you spin farther right, three fast-food joints stand at the entry to the Strøget, Copenhagen’s grand pedestrian boulevard—where we’re heading next. Just beyond that and the Art Deco-style Palace Hotel (with a tower to serve as a sister to the City Hall) is the Lur Blowers sculpture, which honors the earliest warrior Danes. The lur is a curvy, trombone-sounding horn perhaps used to call soldiers to battle or to accompany pagan religious processions. The earliest bronze lurs date as far back as 3,500 years ago. Later, the Vikings used a wood version of the lur. The ancient originals, which still play, are displayed in the National Museum.
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Down the street, on the left side of City Hall, the Rainbow Square (Regnbuepladsen) marked by a pride flag is a reminder that in 1989 Denmark was the first country in the world to give legal rights to same-sex partnerships and has long been a leader in gay rights.


• Now head down the pedestrian boulevard (pickpocket alert).



4 The Strøget



The American trio of Burger King, 7-Eleven, and KFC marks the start of this touristy pedestrian street. Finished in 1962, Copenhagen’s experimental, tremendously successful, and much-copied pedestrian shopping mall is a string of lively (and individually named) streets and squares that bunny-hop through the old town from City Hall to the Nyhavn quarter, a 20-minute stroll away. Though the Strøget has become hamburgerized, historic bits and attractive pieces of old Copenhagen are just off this commercial can-can.
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As you wander, remember that the commercial success of a historic street like the Strøget drives up the land value, which generally trashes the charm and tears down the old buildings. Look above the modern window displays and street-level advertising to discover bits of 19th-century character that still survive. This end of the Strøget is young and cheap, while the far end has the high-end designer shops.


Along the way, wonderfully quiet and laid-back areas are just a block or two away on either side. (Many visitors never venture off Strøget, and many locals never venture onto it.) After one block (at Kattesundet), make a side trip three blocks left, straight into Copenhagen’s colorful university district (Latin Quarter). Notice, just 100 yards off Strøget, the totally different vibe. Formerly the old brothel neighborhood, later the heart of Copenhagen’s hippie community in the 1960s, today this student area is SoHo chic. Enjoy the colorful string of artsy shops, vintage-clothing joints, and cafés.


Because the old town was densely populated and built of wood, very little survived its many fires. After half-timbered and thatched buildings kept burning down, the city finally mandated that new construction be made of stone. But because stone was so expensive, many people built half-timbered structures, then disguised their facades with stucco, which made them look like stone. Keep an eye out for exposed half-timbered structures in courtyards and from the back sides.


At Sankt Peders Stræde, turn right and walk to the end of the street. Notice the old guild signs (a baker, a key maker, and so on) identifying the original businesses here. Look for large mansions that once circled expansive courtyards. As the city’s population grew, the city walls constricted Copenhagen’s physical size. The courtyards were gradually filled with higgledy-piggledy secondary buildings. Today throughout the old center, you can step off a busy pedestrian mall and back in time in these characteristic, time-warp courtyards. Replace the parked car with a tired horse and the bikes with a line of outhouses, and you’re in 19th-century Copenhagen. If you see an open courtyard door, you’re welcome to discreetly wander in and look around.


You’ll also pass funky shops and the big brick 5 St. Peter’s Church (Sankt Petri Kirke)—the old German merchant community’s church, which still holds services in German. Its fine 17th-century brick funerary chapel (filling a ground-floor building out back due to the boggy nature of the soil) is filled with fancy German tombs (church and burial chapels typically open to visitors Thu-Sat 11:00-15:00).


• When Sankt Peders Stræde intersects with Nørregade, look right to find the big, Neoclassical...



6 Cathedral of Our Lady (Vor Frue Kirke)



The obelisk-like Reformation Memorial across the street from the cathedral celebrates Denmark’s break from the Roman Catholic Church to become Lutheran in 1536. Walk around and study the reliefs of great Danish reformers protesting from their pulpits. The relief facing the church shows King Christian III presiding over the pivotal town council meeting when they decided to break away from Rome. As a young man, Prince Christian had traveled to Germany, where he was influenced by Martin Luther. He returned to take the Danish throne by force, despite Catholic opposition. Realizing the advantages of being the head of his own state church, Christian dissolved the monasteries, confiscated church property, and established the state Lutheran Church. King Christian was crowned inside this cathedral. Because of the reforms of 1536, there’s no Mary in the Cathedral of Our Lady. The other reliefs show the popular religious uprising, with Danes taking control of the word of God by translating the Bible from Latin into their own language.
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Like much of this part of town, the church burned down in the 1807 British bombardment of the city during the Napoleonic Wars. Rebuilt in the Neoclassical style, the cathedral’s facade looks like a Greek temple. (Two blocks to the right, in the distance, notice more Neoclassicism—the law courts.) You can see why golden age Copenhagen (early 1800s) fancied itself a Nordic Athens. Old Testament figures (King David and Moses) flank the cathedral’s entryway. Above, John the Baptist stands where you’d expect to see Greek gods. He invites you in...into the New Testament.


The interior is a world of Neoclassical serenity (free, open Mon-Sat 8:00-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:30). It feels like a pagan temple that now houses Christianity. The nave is lined by the 12 apostles, clad in classical robes—masterpieces by the great Danish sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen (see here). Each strikes a meditative pose, carrying his identifying symbol: Peter with keys, Andrew with the X-shaped cross of his execution, Matthew and John writing their books, and so on. They lead to a statue of the Risen Christ (see photo), standing where the statue of Zeus would have been: inside a temple-like niche, flanked by columns and topped with a pediment. Rather than wearing a royal robe, Jesus wears his burial shroud, opens his arms wide, and says, “Come to me.” (Members of the LDS church will recognize this statue—a replica stands in the visitors center at Salt Lake City’s Temple Square.) The marvelous acoustics are demonstrated in free organ concerts Saturdays in July and August at noon (schedule at entry). Notice how, in good Protestant style, the front half of the pews are “reversible,” allowing the congregation to flip around and face the pulpit (in the middle of the church) to better hear the sermon.
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• Head back outside. If you face the church’s facade and look to the left (across the square called Frue Plads), you’ll see...



7 Copenhagen University



Now home to nearly 40,000 students, this university was founded by the king in the 15th century to stop the Danish brain drain to Paris. Today tuition is free. Locals say it’s easy to get in, but given the wonderful student lifestyle, very hard to get out.
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Outside, busts honor great minds from the faculty, including (at the far end) Niels Bohr, a professor who won the 1922 Nobel Prize for theoretical physics. He evaded the clutches of the Nazi science labs by fleeing to America in 1943, where he helped develop the atomic bomb.


• Rejoin the Strøget (one block downhill from the Reformation Memorial to the black-and-gold fountain) at the twin squares called...



8 Gammeltorv and Nytorv



This was the old town center. In Gammeltorv (“Old Square”), the Fountain of Charity (Caritas) is named for the figure of Charity on top. It has provided drinking water to locals since the early 1600s. Featuring a pregnant woman squirting water from her breasts next to a boy urinating, this was just too much for people of the Victorian Age. They corked both figures and raised the statue to what they hoped would be out of view. (Today, the water flows freely.)


The exotic-looking kiosk was one of the city’s first community telephone centers from the days before phones were privately owned. Look at the reliefs ringing its top: an airplane with bird wings (c. 1900) and (two panels to the right, flanking a fortress) two women talking on a newfangled telephonic device.


While Gammeltorv was a place of happiness and merriment, Nytorv (“New Square”) was a place of severity and judgment. Step up onto the small raised area 20 yards in front of the old, ancient-Greek-style former City Hall and courthouse. Do a 360. The square is Neoclassical (built mostly after the 1807 British bombardment). Read the old Danish on the City Hall facade: “With Law Shall Man Build the Land.” Look down at the pavement and read the plaque: “Here stood the town’s Kag (whipping post) until 1780.”
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• Now walk down the next stretch of the Strøget—called Nygade—to reach...



9 Amagertorv



This is prime real estate for talented street entertainers. Walk past the flagship Lego store (on right) to the stately brick Holy Ghost Church (Helligåndskirken). The fine spire is typical of old Danish churches. Under the stepped gable was a medieval hospital run by monks (one of the oldest buildings in town, dating from the 12th century). Today the hospital is an antiques hall. In summer the pleasant courtyard is shared by a group of charities selling light bites and coffee. The green hotdog stand, Hanegal, sells what’s considered the best pølse in town, breaking the gut-bomb mold with organic sausages and innovative sides (handy churchyard nearby to sit and munch).


• Walk behind the church, down Valkendorfsgade—the street just before the church—and through a passage under the reddish-colored building at #32 (if locked, loop back and go down Klosterstræde) to find...



10 Gråbrødretorv



Surrounded by fine old buildings, this leafy and beer-stained “Grey Friars’ Square”—a monastic square until the Reformation made it a people’s square—is a popular place for an outdoor meal or drink in the summer. At the end of the square, the street called Niels Hemmingsens Gade runs past a neighborhood known for its design shops back to the Strøget.
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• Once back on busy Strøget, turn left and continue down Amagertorv, with its fine inlaid Italian granite stonework, to the square with the Art Nouveau “stork” fountain (Storkespringvandet).



11 “Stork” Fountain Spin Tour



Two entries to underground, Victorian-era WCs are in front of the fountain (free, staffed, and delightful). Stand between the twin stairwells for a 360-degree counterclockwise spin tour. The street ahead, a bit to the left, is Østergade (the fanciest shopping street in town). North of Amagertorv, a broad pedestrian mall called Købmagergade leads past a fine modern bakery (Holm’s) to Christian IV’s Round Tower. Farther around are three shopping institutions: Georg Jensen (luxury Danish design), Royal Copenhagen (with three floors of porcelain), and Illums Bolighus (department store offering modern Danish design—see “Shopping,” later). Finally, a block downhill toward the canal—running parallel to the Strøget—starts Strædet, which is a “second Strøget” featuring cafés and antique shops. If you need a Victorian toilet break, just head downstairs.


• Looking downhill from the fountain, about halfway to the imposing palace in the distance, you’ll see a great man on a horse. Walk here to view this statue of Copenhagen’s founder, 12 Bishop Absalon, shown in his Warrior Absalon getup.


From the bishop, continue across a bridge toward the palace and the next statue—a king on a horse. As you cross the bridge, look right to see the City Hall tower, where this walk started. (Strömma’s sightseeing cruises depart from near here—see here.)


Christiansborg Palace and the Birthplace of Copenhagen


You’re stepping onto the island of Slotsholmen (“Castle Island”), the easy-to-defend birthplace of Copenhagen in the 12th century. It’s dominated by the royal palace complex. Christiansborg Palace (with its “three crowns” spire)—the former residence of kings—is now the parliament building.


Ahead of you, the Neoclassical Lutheran church with the low dome is the 13 Christiansborg Palace Chapel, site of 350 years of royal weddings and funerals (free, open daily 10:00-18:00 in July, otherwise open only Sun until 17:00, closed Mon-Sat).


Walk to the green copper equestrian statue. 14 Frederik VII was crowned in 1848, just months before signing Denmark’s first constitution on June 5, 1849. (Constitution Day is celebrated with typical Danish understatement—stores are closed and workers get the day off.) Frederik, who then ruled as a constitutional monarch, stands in front of Christiansborg Palace, which Denmark’s royal family now shares with its people’s assembly (for info on visiting the palace, see here). This palace, the seat of Danish government today, is considered the birthplace of Copenhagen. It stands upon the ruins of Absalon’s 12th-century castle (literally under your feet). The round stones between the statue and the street were put in for security after the 2011 terrorist attacks in Norway. While Danes strive to keep government accessible, security measures like this are today’s reality.


This is Denmark’s power island, with the Folketinget (Danish parliament), Supreme Court, Ministry of Finance (to the left), and the Børsen—the historic stock exchange (farther to the left, with the fanciful dragon-tail spire).


• Walk toward the old stock exchange.



15 Børsen (Stock Exchange)



The eye-catching red-brick stock exchange (not open to tourists) was inspired by the Dutch Renaissance, like much of 17th-century Copenhagen. Built to promote the mercantile ambitions of Denmark in the 1600s, it was the “World Trade Center” of Scandinavia. The facade reads, “For the profitable use of buyer and seller.” The dragon-tail spire with three crowns represents the Danish aspiration to rule a united Scandinavia—or at least be its commercial capital.
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Notice Copenhagen’s distinctive green copper spires all around you. Beyond the old stock exchange lies the island of Christianshavn, with its own distinct spire. It tops Our Savior’s Church and features an external spiral staircase winding to the top for a commanding view. While political power resided here on Slotsholmen, commercial power was in the merchant’s district, Christianshavn (neighborhood and church described later, under “Sights in Copenhagen”). The Børsen symbolically connected Christianshavn with the rest of the city, in an age when trade was a very big deal.


• Before you reach the end of the stock exchange building, turn left at the crosswalk with the signal. (Note that bus #2A goes from here to Our Savior’s Church and Christiania; see the “Copenhagen Public Transportation” map, earlier.) Cross over the canal and turn right to walk along the harborfront promenade, enjoying views of Christianshavn across the water.



16 Havnegade Promenade



The Havnegade promenade to Nyhavn is a delightful people zone with trampolines (stop for a bounce), an ice-cream-licking ambience, and harborview benches (a good place to stop, look across the water, and ponder the trendy apartments and old warehouses turned into modern-office blocks). From here, stroll several more blocks toward the 17 Inderhavnsbroen sliding bridge for pedestrians and bikes. This “kissing bridge” (it’s called that because the two sliding, or retractable, sections “kiss” when they come together) links the town center with Christianshavn and makes the modern Opera House (ahead on the right, across the water) more accessible to downtown.


Walk 30 meters out on the bridge and stand above the yellow window. It’s a slow-motion ride when the center of the bridge slides open for big ships to pass (notice the cables and track). This bridge connects the previously remote, distant end of Christianshavn with the city center. The impetus was to connect the new Royal Danish Opera House, whose wealthy funder helped pay for the bridge (opened in 2016). Just across the bridge is a thriving street-food court and market and beyond that is the hippie town of Christiania and Our Savior’s Church (with the striking spiral steeple). Take a moment to appreciate an urbanscape designed not for cars but for bikes and pedestrians.


Across the way, at the end of the canal, stands the glassy Royal Danish Theatre’s Playhouse. While this walk finishes on Kongens Nytorv, the square at the head of the canal, you could extend it by continuing north along the harbor from the Playhouse (see the “Walk Extension,” later).


• Now, leave the bridge the way you came and walk straight to the canal lined with old sailboats. Walk to the center of the bridge over the canal and look toward the center for a nice...



18 View of Nyhavn



Established in the 1670s along with Kongens Nytorv, Nyhavn (“New Harbor”) is a recently gentrified sailors’ quarter. (Hong Kong is the last of the nasty bars from the rough old days.) The canal is filled with glamorous old sailboats of all sizes. Historic sloops are welcome to moor here in Copenhagen’s ever-changing boat museum. Hans Christian Andersen lived and wrote his first stories here (in the red double-gabled building at #20). With its upscale cafés, jazz clubs, and tattoo shops (pop into Tattoo Ole at #17—fun photos, very traditional), Nyhavn is a wonderful place to hang out.
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Historically, young locals who couldn’t afford the trendy bars on this canal would buy a beer (for a quarter of the price) at a nearby minimarket and enjoy a canalside perch. (I’m told the tourists have driven the truly local crowd over the sliding bridge, to the distant Krøyers Plads embankment.) To get a 25-DKK beer, cross the bridge and continue a long block down Toldbodgade to Sankt Annæ Plads, where you’ll find a classic corner minimarket—Den Gamle Købmand—with 100 local craft beers cooled and ready to go (open daily until 23:00). Then take your beer back to the canal and find a spot to sip. A note about all the public beer-drinking here: There’s no more beer consumption here than in the US; it’s just out in public.


If you crave ice cream instead, facing the canal you’ll find Vaffelbageren, a popular place with freshly made waffle cones.


• Beer sipped or ice cream slurped, make your way to the head of the canal, where you’ll find a minuscule amber museum (free), above the House of Amber (see “Shopping in Copenhagen,” later). Just beyond the end of the canal sprawls the huge and the stately...



19 Kongens Nytorv



The “King’s New Square” is home to the Royal Theater, French embassy, and venerable Hotel d’Angleterre, where VIPs and pop stars stay. Long a messy construction site, it’s now a tidy park that sits atop a major Metro station. In past winters, this square was a popular ice-skating rink.
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In the mid-1600s the city expanded, pushing its wall farther east. The equestrian statue in the middle of the square celebrates Christian V, who made this square the city’s geographical and cultural center. In 1676, King Christian rode off to reconquer the southern tip of Sweden and reclaim Denmark’s dominance. He returned empty-handed and broke. Denmark became a second-rate power, but Copenhagen prospered.


Across the street, towering above the Metro station, is Magasin du Nord, the grandest old department store in town (with practical eating options in its basement and top floor).


• Just beyond the Metro station, at #19, under a bar, wander into...



20 Hviids Vinstue



The town’s oldest wine cellar (from 1723) has a characteristic dark and woody interior and fascinating old Copenhagen photos. It’s a colorful spot for an open-face sandwich and a beer (three sandwiches and a beer for 90 DKK at lunchtime, sandwiches only as long as they last, daily 10:00-14:00). Their wintertime gløgg (hot spiced wine) is legendary.


• You’ve reached the end of this walk. But if you’d like to extend it by heading out to Amalienborg Palace and The Little Mermaid, retrace your steps to the far side of Nyhavn canal.


Walk Extension: Nyhavn to Amalienborg


Stroll along the canal to the Royal Danish Theatre’s Playhouse and head left along the harborfront to a large plaza dotted with outdoor cafés and benches and views across the harbor. Then follow a delightful waterfront promenade to the modern fountain of Amaliehaven Park, immediately across the harbor from Copenhagen’s slick Opera House. The striking Opera House is bigger than it looks—of its 14 floors, five are below sea level. Completed in 2005 by Danish architect Henning Larsen, it was a $400 million gift to the nation from an oil-shipping magnate.


• A block inland (behind the fountain) is the orderly...



21 Amalienborg Palace and Square



Queen Margrethe II, who abdicated the throne in 2024, lives in the mansion to your immediate left as you enter the square from the harborside. The mansion across the street (on the right as you enter) is where her son, King Frederik X, lives with his wife Queen Mary—an Australian businesswoman—and their four children. (If the flag’s flying, the king is home.) The royal guesthouse palace is on the far left. And the palace on the far right is the Amalienborg Museum, which offers an intimate look at royal living (described on here).
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Though the guards change daily at noon, they do it with royal fanfare only when the king is in residence (see here for details). The royal guard often has a police escort when it marches through town on special occasions—leading locals to joke that theirs is “the only army in the world that needs police protection.”


The equestrian statue of Frederik V is a reminder that this square was the centerpiece of a planned town he envisioned in 1750. It was named for him—Frederikstaden. During the 18th century, Denmark’s population grew and the country thrived (as trade flourished and its neutrality kept it out of the costly wars impoverishing much of Europe). Frederikstaden, with its strong architectural harmony, was designed as a luxury neighborhood for the city’s business elite. Nobility and other big shots moved in, but the king came here only after his other palace burned down in a 1794 fire.


Just inland, the striking Frederikskirke—better known as the Marble Church—was designed to fit this ritzy new quarter. If it’s open, step inside to bask in its vast, serene, Pantheon-esque atmosphere (free, Mon-Thu and Sat 10:00-17:00, Fri and Sun from 12:30; dome climb-50 DKK, daily at 13:00 except during services, concerts, or bad weather).


• If you’re done, you can hop on the Metro (by the Marble Church, at the handy Marmorkirken stop) or return to the palace square and follow Amaliegade, which leads two blocks north to...


Kastellet Park


In this park, you’ll find some worthwhile sightseeing (see the “Copenhagen” map on here). The 1908 Gefion Fountain illustrates the myth of the goddess who was given one night to carve a hunk out of Sweden to make into Denmark’s main island, Sjælland (or “Zealand” in English), which you’re on. Gefion transformed her four sons into oxen to do the job, and the chunk she removed from Sweden is supposedly Vänern, Sweden’s largest lake. If you look at a map showing Sweden and Denmark, the island and the lake are, in fact, roughly the same shape. Next to the fountain is an Anglican church built of flint.
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• Climb up the stairs by the fountain and continue along the top of the rampart about five minutes to reach the harborfront site of the overrated, overfondled, and overphotographed symbol of Copenhagen, Den Lille Havfrue, or...



22 The Little Mermaid



The Little Mermaid statue was a gift to the city of Copenhagen in 1909 from brewing magnate Carl Jacobsen (whose art collection forms the basis of the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek). Inspired by a ballet performance of Andersen’s story, Jacobsen hired the young sculptor Edvard Eriksen to immortalize the mermaid as a statue. Eriksen used his wife Eline as the model. The statue sat unappreciated for 40 years until Danny Kaye sang “Wonderful Copenhagen” in the 1952 movie Hans Christian Andersen, and the tourist board decided to use the mermaid as a marketing symbol for the city. For the non-Disneyfied Little Mermaid story—and insights into Hans Christian Andersen—see the sidebar.


• This is the end of our extended wonderful, wonderful Copenhagen City Walk. From here you can get back downtown on foot, by taxi, or on bus #27 (catch it along Indiakaj, a two-minute walk north).


Copenhagen Harbor Boat Tour


For a do-it-yourself harbor cruise, ride Harbor Bus (Havnebus) boat #991/#992 and admire some of Copenhagen’s most stunning architecture—making it a point to have a meal at Refshaleøen. Hop on and off and explore any of the sights along the route, as long as your ticket is still valid (see here for ticket details). A round-trip without disembarking lasts 2.5 hours. Boats come about every 30 minutes until 18:00 (Sat-Sun until 19:40). To trace the harbor boat route, see the “Copenhagen” map, earlier.
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Planning Tips: If you plan to visit CopenHill, it’s easiest by bike from Refshaleøen (each boat can take up to 8 bikes). You can also easily get to and from Refshaleøen via bus #2A, by bike (15 minutes from the city center), or from any of the harbor boat stops.




The Little Mermaid and Hans Christian Andersen


“Far out in the ocean, where the water is as blue as a cornflower, as clear as crystal, and very, very deep...” there lived a young mermaid. So begins one of Danish author Hans Christian Andersen’s best-known stories.


It goes like this: One day, a young mermaid spies a passing ship and falls in love with a handsome prince. The ship is wrecked in a storm, and she saves the prince’s life. To be with the prince, the mermaid asks a sea witch to give her human legs. In exchange, she agrees to give up her voice and the chance of ever returning to the sea. And, the witch tells her, if the prince doesn’t marry her, she will immediately die heartbroken and without an immortal soul. The mermaid agrees, and her fish tail becomes a pair of beautiful but painful legs. She woos the prince—who loves her in return—but he eventually marries another. Heartbroken, the mermaid prepares to die. She’s given one last chance to save herself: She must kill the prince on his wedding night. She sneaks into the bedchamber with a knife...but can’t bear to kill the man she loves. The mermaid throws herself into the sea to die. Suddenly, she’s miraculously carried up by the mermaids of the air, who give her an immortal soul as a reward for her long-suffering love.
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The tale of unrequited love mirrors Andersen’s own sad love life. He had two major crushes—one of them for the famous opera singer Jenny Lind—but he was turned down both times, and he never married. He had plenty of interest in sex but likely died a virgin. He had close relationships with women but stayed single, had time to travel and write, and maintained a childlike wonder about the world to his dying days.


To learn more about Andersen, you can visit his namesake museum in Odense, or read the sidebar on here.





Orientkaj


Start by riding the Metro line 4 to the end of the line, Orientkaj. Exit the Metro, cross the street, and hop on harbor boat #991.


• Ride one stop to...


Refshaleøen


On a peninsula northeast of Christianshavn is Refshaleøen, one of Copenhagen’s most vibrant and still-evolving areas—with a global food market called Reffen, a brewery, edgy street art, a contemporary art center, a nightclub, and more. Plan to arrive for dinner, when the scene and food market are the liveliest, or visit earlier for a more mellow vibe and to visit the art gallery.


This industrial area was the home of Denmark’s largest shipyard but was largely abandoned in the mid-1990s when operator Burmeister & Wain folded. These days, a vibe of sustainability and eco-friendliness has taken over. The former workshops and warehouses host galleries, cafés, and shops, and big open areas accommodate concerts and events such as CopenHell, Denmark’s largest rock-and-metal festival.


A map posted near the boat dock points out key sights to explore (or use the mapping app on your phone). To get straight to Reffen, bear left from the boat dock and cross the rust-colored bridge. Otherwise, follow the path straight ahead and keep an eye out for the other attractions:


Reffen Street Food: Shipping containers host myriad food stalls serving dishes from around the globe—Kurdish, Filipino, Pakistani, and many more—along with various wine and cocktail stalls, with lots of picnic-type seating scattered among the options. Mikkeller Brewery supplies more than a dozen beers on tap (Reffen open April-Sept Sun-Thu 11:30-20:30, Fri-Sat until 21:30, bars open daily 11:00-21:30, closed Oct-March; +45 33 93 07 60, https://reffen.dk).
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Lille Bakery: Head here for organic breads and breakfast and lunch options that vary according to what’s in season (closed Mon-Tue, www.lillegrocery.com).


La Banchina: From this tiny blue building, you can purchase organic coffee, pastries, wine, and farm-to-table nibbles. There’s also a sauna and swimming area with a floating pier for sunning (weather-dependent, generally 8:00-22:00 in summer, until 16:00 in winter; sauna—800 DKK, book online in advance, www.labanchina.dk/sauna).


Copenhagen Contemporary: In a former welding workshop, this modern art center hosts large-scale installations (120 DKK, Wed-Sun 11:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon-Tue, https://copenhagencontemporary.org).


CopenHill: This innovative artificial ski slope/sports facility is wrapped around a waste-to-energy incinerator plant that annually turns 530 tons of waste into electricity and central heating for Copenhageners. The ski hill has three stages—the lower two are beginner level, accessed by a magic carpet (human conveyor belt), and the top one is intermediate, accessed by a T-bar. Nonskiers can visit the 280-foot summit restaurant and fitness center (skiing-150 DKK/hour plus equipment rental, free to hike, 5 minutes from Refshaleøen by bike, www.copenhill.dk).


• When you’re ready to leave, hop on harbor boat #992. As you sail toward the next stop, take in the view of CopenHill on the opposite shore.


Nordre Toldbod


This area is home to the headquarters of Maersk, Denmark’s giant shipping company. But most people come here to see The Little Mermaid statue. You can also visit the Museum of Danish Resistance, and between the two, walk through the 17th-century defense complex, Kastellet. For more on this area, see the end of my Copenhagen City Walk, earlier.


Holmen Nord


The harbor boat may stop here (or it may be closed due to shipping activity).


Operaen


This is the stop for Copenhagen’s Royal Danish Opera House, with its metal grid front and an enormous flat roof that extends beyond the building. With 24-carat gold leaf adorning the ceiling of its main auditorium and five stages connected to its main stage to easily move sets in and out, it’s said to be one of the most expensive opera houses ever built. Despite the glitz, the building has been compared to an alien spaceship—and the architect himself called it his greatest failure, claiming it looked like a giant toaster.
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Nyhavn


Across from the Opera House at the harbor-bus stop, the copper-clad Royal Danish Theatre’s Playhouse building (Skuespilhuset) was built in 2007 with sustainability in mind. It uses seawater for cooling and repurposes excess heat. Roughly 40 percent of the building projects over the water, with a wide promenade for strolling. The pyramid-shaped buildings across the water on Paper Island are among Copenhagen’s most expensive, with phenomenal views of the city.
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Knippelsbro


Hop out here for Christiania and Our Savior’s Church (see here).


Det Konelige Bibliotek


The giant, glittery black building is the Royal Library, known as the Black Diamond. The blocky, blue building, known as BLOX, was built in 2018 and hosts the Danish Architecture Center. This is also the closest stop for the National Museum and Christiansborg Palace.


• If you’re enjoying the ride, you can keep riding the boat for a few more stops, past the Harbor Baths and Islands Brygge and, and stay on to come back in the other direction. Otherwise, this is a good place to disembark and explore the city by land.


Sights in Copenhagen


NEAR THE TRAIN STATION


▲▲▲Tivoli Gardens


▲City Hall (Rådhus)


▲▲Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek


▲Museum of Copenhagen (Københavns Museum)


▲▲▲National Museum (Nationalmuseet)


▲National Museum’s Victorian Apartment (Klunkehjemmet)


ON SLOTSHOLMEN ISLAND


▲▲Christiansborg Palace (Christiansborg Slot)


▲▲Thorvaldsen’s Museum (Thorvaldsens Museum)


Royal Library (Kongelige Bibliotek)


Danish Jewish Museum (Dansk Jødisk Museum)


NEAR THE STRØGET


Round Tower (Rundetaarn)


AMALIENBORG PALACE AND NEARBY


▲Amalienborg Museum (Amalienborgmuseet)


Amalienborg Palace Changing of the Guard


▲Museum of Danish Resistance (Frihedsmuseet)


Design Museum Denmark


ROSENBORG CASTLE AND NEARBY


▲▲▲Rosenborg Castle (Rosenborg Slot) and Treasury


▲Rosenborg Gardens


▲National Gallery of Denmark (Statens Museum for Kunst)


CHRISTIANSHAVN


▲Our Savior’s Church (Vor Frelsers Kirke)


Map: Christianshavn


▲▲▲Christiania


Map: Christiania


GREATER COPENHAGEN


Harbor Baths


Carlsberg Brewery


Open-Air Folk Museum (Frilandsmuseet)


Bakken Amusement Park (Bakken Forlystelsespark)


Dragør Town


NEAR THE TRAIN STATION


Copenhagen’s great Central Station, the Hovedbanegården, is an interesting mesh of Scandinavian culture and transportation efficiency. From the train station, delightful sights fan out into the old city. The following attractions are listed roughly in order from the train station to Slotsholmen Island.



▲▲▲Tivoli Gardens



Copenhagen’s grand amusement park—opened in 1843—is 20 acres, 110,000 lanterns, and countless ice-cream cones of fun. You pay one admission price and find yourself lost in a wonderland of rides, restaurants, games, marching bands, roulette wheels, and funny mirrors. A roller coaster screams through the middle of a tranquil Asian food court, and the Small World-inspired Den Flyvende Kuffert ride floats through Hans Christian Andersen fairy tales. It’s a children’s fantasyland midday, but it becomes more adult-oriented later on. With or without kids, this place is a true magic kingdom. Tivoli doesn’t try to be Disney. It’s wonderfully and happily Danish. (Many locals appreciate the lovingly tended gardens.) I find it worth the admission just to see Danes—young and old—at play.
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As you stroll the grounds, imagine the place in the mid-1800s, when it was new. Built on the site of the old town fortifications (today’s lake was part of the old moat), Tivoli was an attempt to introduce provincial Danes to the world (for example, with the Asian Pavilion) and to bring people of all classes together.


Cost: 155 DKK, 70 DKK for kids under 8, free for kids under 3; rides are extra. Ride tickets are 50-90 DKK per ride (cheaper with various multiride passes). To leave and come back later, you’ll need to exit through the food hall (facing the train station) and get a re-entry stamp.
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Hours: April-mid-Sept Mon-Thu 11:00-22:00 or 23:00, Fri-Sat until 24:00. In winter, Tivoli opens daily 11:00-22:00 from mid-Oct to early Nov for Halloween, and from mid-Nov to New Year’s Day for a Christmas market with gløgg (hot spiced wine) and ice-skating on Tivoli Lake. Dress warmly for chilly evenings any time of year. There are lockers by the main entrance, the Glyptotek exit, and under the roller coaster.


Information: +45 33 15 10 01, www.tivoli.dk.


Getting There: Tivoli is across Bernstoffsgade from the train station. If you’re catching a late train, this is the place to spend your last Copenhagen hours.


Entertainment at Tivoli: Events are listed on the website, Tivoli app, or just inside the main entrance in the park. Take a moment to plan your entertainment for the evening. Most events are between 15:00 and 23:00; the 19:30 concert in the concert hall or in the smaller Glass Hall can be as little as 150 DKK or more than 1,000 DKK, depending on the performer (box office +45 33 15 10 01). If the Tivoli Symphony is playing, it’s worth the ticket price. The ticket box office is outside, just to the left of the main entrance (daily 10:00-20:00; concert tickets include Tivoli admission).
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Free concerts, pantomime theater, ballet, acrobats, puppets, and other shows pop up all over the park, and a well-organized visitor can enjoy an exciting evening of entertainment without spending a single krone beyond the entry fee. Friday evenings feature a rock or pop show at 22:00 (usually free, often with big-name Danish performers). People gather around the lake nightly 45 minutes before closing time for the “Tivoli Illuminations.” Fireworks blast each summer Saturday just before closing. The park is particularly romantic at dusk, when the lights go on.


Eating at Tivoli: For many, dining is part of their Tivoli experience. No one gets a bargain, but a meal here can be part of the fun. There are more than 60 restaurants, ranging from hotdog stands to fine dining.


$$$ and $$$$ Finer Dining: A tradition for locals, Grøften feels like a Danish beer garden, with moderate prices and a very Danish menu (fish and open-face sandwiches). Kilden Restaurant is pricier, with fancier cuisine, a woody interior, and charming garden tables. And for more upscale dining, consider the Nimb restaurants, in the big Taj Mahal-like pavilion near the entrance facing the train station: Nimb Brasserie serves rustic French classics and Fru Nimb offers a large selection of tasty open-face sandwiches in a garden setting.


$$ and $$$ Simpler Dining: In a fun beer garden with lakeside ambience, Søcaféen serves traditional open-face sandwiches and main courses. Mazzoli’s Caffé & Trattoria, in a circular building near the lake, serves classic Italian fare and pizza. Gasoline Burger is a local favorite for old-school burgers. Wagamama, the pan-Asian slurp-a-thon from the UK, serves healthy noodle dishes (at the far back side of the park, also possible to enter from outside). For cheaper fare, look for a pølse (sausage) stand or bring in a picnic.


I like the Tivoli Food Hall, which serves both Tivoli and the train station (you can enter without a ticket) with 15 self-service places dishing up an array of local and international foods (daily 11:00-22:00, eat at their communal terrace or stools inside).


Sweets: Cakenhagen serves classic Danish cakes and pastries that you can wash down with a cup of tea—or champagne. For a pop of sugar, look for Lakrids by Bülow, and try the licorice soft-serve ice cream topped with licorice sauce.



▲City Hall (Rådhus)



This city landmark, between the train station/Tivoli and the Strøget, is free and open to the public (and has a public WC). You can wander throughout the building and into the peaceful garden out back. It also offers guided tours and trips up its 345-foot-tall tower.


Cost and Hours: Free to enter building, Mon-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-13:00 (when weddings are often going on), closed Sun. Guided English-language tours—65 DKK, 45 minutes, gets you into more private, official rooms; Mon-Fri at 13:00, Sat at 10:00. Tower—45 DKK, 300 steps for the best aerial view of Copenhagen, escorted climbs Mon-Fri at 11:00 and 14:00, Sat at 12:00, closed Sun, +45 33 66 33 66, www.kk.dk/brug-byen/raadhuset.


Visiting City Hall: It’s draped, inside and out, in Danish symbolism. Standing over the door is the city’s founder, Bishop Absalon (c. 1128-1201)—bishop, soldier, and foreign-policy wonk. He was King Valdemar I’s right-hand man. In Copenhagen, he drove out pirates and built a fort to guard the harbor, turning a miserable fishing village into a humming Baltic seaport. The polar bears climbing on the rooftop symbolize the giant Danish territory of Greenland. Six night watchmen flank the city’s gold-and-green seal under the Danish flag.
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Enjoy the Danish ideal of an open society by popping inside. The info desk (on the left as you enter) has racks of tourist information (city maps and other brochures), fun local souvenirs, and wedding flowers for rent. The building and its huge tower were inspired by the City Hall in Siena, Italy (with the necessary bad-weather addition of a glass roof over the inner courtyard). Enormous functions fill this grand hall (the iron grate in the center of the floor is an elevator for bringing up 1,200 chairs), while the marble busts of four illustrious local boys—fairy-tale writer Hans Christian Andersen, sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen, physicist Niels Bohr, and the building’s architect, Martin Nyrop—look on. Underneath the floor are national archives dating back to 1275, popular with Danes researching their family roots.


As you leave, pop into the amazing clock opposite the info desk. Jens Olsen’s World Clock, built from 1943 to 1955, was the mother of all astronomical clocks in precision and function. And it came with something new: tracking the exact time across the world’s time zones. One of its gears does a complete rotation only every 25,753 years.



▲▲Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek



GOOGLE MAP


This impressive art gallery is an example of what beer money can do. Brewer Carl Jacobsen was an avid collector and patron of the arts. (He donated The Little Mermaid statue to the city.) His museum, named after his popular brewery, focuses on artifacts from the ancient world and Danish and French art from the 19th century. The next time you sip a Carlsberg beer, drink a toast to Carl Jacobsen and his marvelous and beautifully displayed collection. Skål!
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Cost and Hours: 125 DKK; open Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, Thu until 21:00, closed Mon; behind Tivoli at Dantes Plads 7, +45 33 41 81 41, www.glyptoteket.com. It has a classy $$$ cafeteria under palms, as well as a rooftop terrace with snacks, drinks, and city views. Pick up a floor plan as you enter to help navigate the confusing layout.


Visiting the Museum: Start in the soothing winter garden in the courtyard with marble gods under the palm leaves and a glass dome. The museum’s designers, figuring Danes would be more interested in a lush garden than in classical art, used this wonderful space as leafy bait to cleverly introduce locals to a few Greek and Roman statues. (It works for tourists, too.)
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Ground-floor rooms branching out from the courtyard cover the ancient world and feature the art of Egypt (mummy coffins, sarcophagi, and a 5,000-year-old hippo), Greece (red-and-black painted vases, statues), the Etruscan world (said to be the best collection outside Italy), and Rome (grittily realistic statues and portrait busts).


Behind the garden café is a delightful collection of French and Danish sculpture from 1800-1920. Carl Jacobsen enthusiastically bought these pieces for what he saw as an expressiveness and virtuosity not achieved since antiquity.


Then, climb the stairs in the main building. One flight up are Danish paintings; the top floor features French paintings.


The collection of Danish Golden Age paintings (19th century) focuses on nature and the landscape, international influences, the artist and model, and historical themes. These peaceful images give no hint that the country was recovering from the Napoleonic Wars and national bankruptcy. Artists helped prop up Denmark’s self-image by looking to the more distant past. Mother Denmark, a monumental painting (1851) by Elisabeth Jerichau-Baumann, is an intensely romanticized view of national identity, with a confident female warrior clutching a Danish flag in one hand and a Viking sword in the other. Johan Thomas Lundbye’s Zealand Landscape (1840), in a similar vein, embraces Denmark’s past in a panoramic view that sweeps from ancient burial mounds to a medieval castle.


In the French collection (1800-1925) on the top floor, you’ll find canvases by French masters from Corot, Courbet, and Manet, to Gauguin, Monet, and Renoir. You’ll see a very early Picasso, a Van Gogh from his first days in Paris, and some unusual and not often seen Gauguin wood carvings on Tahitian themes.


Outside, one of the original Thinker sculptures by Rodin (wondering how to scale the Tivoli fence?) is in the museum’s backyard.



▲Museum of Copenhagen (Københavns Museum)



GOOGLE MAP


This museum offers an entertaining and creative telling of the story of Copenhagen, from its origins (including Viking age artifacts) to contemporary culture and today’s planning challenges. The ground floor hosts temporary exhibits, while the first and second floors hold the permanent collection, broken into time periods and themes: A Capital Arises (12000 BC-1660), Fortified City (1660-1850), Modern City (1850-1950), and Debating the City (1950-present), where you’ll see the Danish determination to create a “livable and sustainable city.” The building itself, which cared for the local homeless a century ago and is evidence of the Danish social heart, is described in an exhibit on the second floor. In the Copenhagen Panorama exhibit, a huge city model traces Copenhagen’s growth, illuminating landmarks when you push corresponding buttons.


Cost and Hours: 95-DKK combo-ticket with Thorvaldsen’s Museum, good once per museum for 48 hours, Wed free; daily 9:00-18:00, Thu until 21:00; café, kitty-corner to the National Museum at Stormgade 18, +45 21 76 43 66, https://cphmuseum.kk.dk/en. On weekends your ticket grants you access to their nearby archaeology workshop, where you can work with archaeologists to clean and examine finds from city excavations (Sat-Sun 12:00-16:00).



▲▲▲National Museum (Nationalmuseet)



GOOGLE MAP


Focus on this museum’s excellent and curiously enjoyable Danish collection, which traces this civilization from its ancient beginnings. Its prehistoric collection is the best of its kind in Scandinavia. Exhibits are laid out chronologically and are eloquently described in English.


Cost and Hours: 120 DKK; daily 10:00-18:00, Oct-May Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon; free lockers, enter at Ny Vestergade 10, +45 41 20 68 50, www.natmus.dk. The $$ café overlooking the entry hall serves coffee, pastries, and lunch.


Tours: Guide Richard Karpen leads private tours of the museum (price depends on number of participants, May-Sept, +45 91 61 95 02, www.copenhagenwalks.com, copenhagenwalks@yahoo.com). The museum offers free one-hour tours in English on weekends from mid-August through October (reservations required). Or download the museum’s free app to follow a one-hour tour that tells 10 stories centered on a museum object.


Visiting the Museum: Pick up the museum map as you enter, and head for the Danish history exhibit. It fills three floors, from the bottom up: prehistory, the Middle Ages and Renaissance, and modern times (1660-2000).


Danish Prehistory: Start before history did, in the Danish prehistory exhibit (on the right side of the main entrance hall). Follow the room numbers in order, working counterclockwise around the courtyard and through the millennia.


In the Stone Age section, you’ll see primitive tools and still-clothed skeletons of Scandinavia’s reindeer hunters. The oak coffins were originally covered by burial mounds (called “barrows”). People put valuable items into coffins with the dead—for example, a folding chair, which, back then, was a real status symbol. In the farming section, ogle the ceremonial axes and amber necklaces.


The Bronze Age galleries feature many swords crafted from the new metal. The small bronze “Chariot of the Sun”—depicting a horse pulling the sun across the sky—likely had religious significance for early Scandinavians (whose descendants continue to celebrate the solstice with fervor). In the same room are those iconic horned helmets. Contrary to popular belief (and countless tourist shops), these helmets were not worn by the Vikings but by their predecessors—for ceremonial purposes, centuries earlier. In the next room are huge cases filled with still-playable lur horns (see here). Another room shows off a collection of well-translated rune stones proclaiming heroic deeds.
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This leads to the Iron Age and an object that’s neither Iron nor Danish: the 2,000-year-old Gundestrup Cauldron of art-textbook fame. This 20-pound, soup-kitchen-size bowl made of silver was found in a Danish bog, but its symbolism suggests it was originally from either Thrace (in northeast Greece) or Celtic Ireland. On the sides, hunters slay bulls, and gods cavort with stags, horses, dogs, and dragons. It’s both mysterious and fascinating.
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Prehistoric Danes were fascinated by bogs. To make iron, you need ore—and Denmark’s many bogs provided that critical material in abundance, leading people to believe that the gods dwelled there. These Danes appeased the gods by sacrificing valuable items (and even people) into bogs. Fortunately for modern archaeologists, bogs happen to be an ideal environment for preserving fragile objects. One bog alone—the Nydam bog—has yielded thousands of items, including three whole ships.


No longer bogged down in prehistory, the people of Scandinavia came into contact with Roman civilization. At about this time, the Viking culture rose; you’ll see the remains of an old warship. The Vikings, so feared in most of Europe, are still thought of fondly here in their homeland. You’ll notice the descriptions straining to defend them: Sure, they’d pillage, rape, and plunder. But they also founded thriving, wealthy, and cultured trade towns. Love the Vikings or hate them, it’s impossible to deny their massive reach—Norse Vikings even carved runes into the walls of the Hagia Sophia church (in today’s Istanbul).


Middle Ages and Renaissance: Next, go upstairs and follow signs to Middle Ages and Renaissance. Use your map to navigate to Room 101 to start this section. You’ll walk through the Middle Ages, where you’ll find lots of bits and pieces of old churches, such as golden altars and aquamaniles, pitchers used for ritual hand-washing. The Dagmar Cross, with colorful enamel paintings, is the prototype for a popular form of crucifix worn by many Danes (Room 102, three-winged glass display case). Another cross in this case (the Roskilde Cross, studded with gemstones) was found inside the wooden head of Christ displayed high on the opposite wall. There are also exhibits on tools and trade, weapons, drinking horns, and fine, wood-carved winged altarpieces. Carry on to find a captivating room on the Norse settlers of Greenland, material on the Reformation, and an exhibit on everyday town life in the 16th and 17th centuries. The provocative Voices of the Colonies gallery weighs the consequences of Denmark’s colonial legacy.
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Modern Times: The next floor is my favorite part of the museum, and it’s well worth going room by room from 201 to 237 (use your map). The thoughtfully displayed and described collection takes you through the last few centuries, with historic toys and a slice-of-Danish-life gallery (1660-2000), where you’ll see everything from rifles and old bras to early jukeboxes. You’ll learn that the Danish golden age (which dominates most art museums in Denmark) captured the everyday pastoral beauty of the countryside, celebrated Denmark’s smallness and peace-loving nature, and mixed in some Nordic mythology. With industrialization came the labor movement and trade unions. After delving into the World Wars, baby boomers, and the creation of the postwar welfare state, you’ll come to the “Depressed Decade” of the 1980s, when Denmark suffered high unemployment.


[image: Image]


The Rest of the Museum: If you’re eager for more, your map shows that there’s plenty left to see: exhibits on the history of this building (the Prince’s Palace), a large ethnology collection, antiquities, coins and medallions, temporary exhibits, and a good children’s museum.



▲National Museum’s Victorian Apartment (Klunkehjemmet)



Just around the corner from the National Museum is an incredibly preserved Victorian apartment. The wealthy Christensen family managed to keep its plush living quarters a 19th-century time capsule until the granddaughters passed away in 1963. Since then, it’s been part of the National Museum, with all but two of its rooms looking just as they did in the late Victorian days.


Cost and Hours: 120 DKK, required one-hour tours leave from the National Museum reception desk (in English June-July Sat-Sun at 12:30; in Danish year-round Sat-Sun at 11:00, 12:00, and 14:00, printed English description available for Danish tours, +45 41 20 60 66).


ON SLOTSHOLMEN ISLAND


This island, where Copenhagen began in the 12th century, is a short walk from the train station and Tivoli, just across the bridge from the National Museum. It’s dominated by Christiansborg Palace and several other royal and governmental buildings. Note that my Copenhagen City Walk (earlier) cuts right through Slotsholmen and covers other landmarks on the island (see here).



▲▲Christiansborg Palace (Christiansborg Slot)



GOOGLE MAP


A complex of government buildings stands on the ruins of Copenhagen’s original 12th-century fortress: the parliament, Supreme Court, prime minister’s office, royal reception rooms, royal library, several museums, and royal stables. Although the current palace dates only from 1928, and the royal family moved out 200 years ago, this building—the sixth to stand here in 800 years—is rich with tradition and is still the place where King Frederik X impresses visiting dignitaries.
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Four palace sights (the reception rooms, old castle ruins, stables, and kitchen) are open to the public, giving us commoners a glimpse of the royal life.


Cost and Hours: Reception rooms-105 DKK; castle ruins, stables, and kitchen-65 DKK each or 175-DKK combo-ticket for all four. Most sights are open daily 10:00-17:00 (except Oct-April, when they’re closed on Mon; may also close for royal events); stables and carriage museum open 13:30-16:00—longer hours possible in July-Aug; palace chapel open daily 10:00-18:00 in July; otherwise open Sun until 17:00, closed Mon-Sat; +45 33 92 64 92, www.christiansborg.dk.


Tours: The information-packed, hour-long English tours of the reception rooms are excellent (included with ticket, April-Sept daily at 15:00); also Great Hall tours at 13:00. Or download the free Useeum audioguide app.


Visiting the Palace: From the equestrian statue in front, go through the wooden door; the entrance to the ruins is in the corridor on the right, and the door to the reception rooms is out in the next courtyard, also on the right.


Royal Reception Rooms: While these don’t rank among Europe’s best palace rooms, they’re worth a look. As you wander the 22 rooms in a one-way route (wearing protective shoe covers), you’ll gain a good feel for Danish history, royalty, and politics and help polish the floor. Here are a few highlights:


Climb the King’s Staircase, visit the royal library, and enter the grand Great Hall, lined with boldly colorful (almost gaudy) tapestries (borrow the English guide to decipher the images). This dazzling set of 17 modern tapestries—Danish-designed but Gobelin-made in Paris—was given to Queen Margrethe on her 60th birthday in 2000. The tapestries celebrate 1,000 years of Danish history, from the Viking age to current times...and into the future. The Velvet Room is where royals privately greet VIP guests before big functions.


In the corner room on the left, don’t miss the family portrait of King Christian IX, which illustrates why he’s called the “father-in-law of Europe”—his children eventually became, or married into, royalty in Denmark, Russia, Greece, Britain, France, Germany, and Norway. The Tower Room holds tapestries woven in Aarhus in the 1920s—much more subdued than those in the Great Hall—illustrating scenes from Danish folk ballads.


In the Throne Room you’ll see the balcony where new monarchs are proclaimed (most recently King Frederik X in 2024). And at the end, in the Hall of Giants (where you take off your booties among heroic figures supporting the building), you’ll see a striking painting of Queen Margrethe from 2010 on her 70th birthday. The three playful lions, made of Norwegian silver, once guarded the throne and symbolize absolute power—long gone since 1849, when Denmark embraced the notion of a constitutional monarch.


Castle Ruins: An exhibit in the scant remains of the first fortress built by Bishop Absalon, the 12th-century founder of Copenhagen, lies under the palace. A long passage connects to another set of ruins, from the 14th-century Copenhagen Castle. There’s precious little to see, but it is, um, old and well described. A video covers more recent palace history.


Royal Stables and Carriages Museum: This facility is home to the horses that pull the royal carriage on festive days, as well as a collection of historic carriages. While they’re down from 250 horses to about a dozen, the royal stables are part of a strong tradition and, as the little video shows, will live on.


Royal Kitchen: After seeing lots of shiny copper pots and pans, you’ll get a behind-the-scenes look at a royal dinner party in the Great Hall in 2014 via a video with English subtitles.



▲▲Thorvaldsen’s Museum (Thorvaldsens Museum)



GOOGLE MAP


This museum tells the story and shows the monumental work of the great Danish Neoclassical sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen (see sidebar). Considered the Italian Canova’s equal among Neoclassical sculptors, Thorvaldsen spent 40 years in Rome. He was lured home to Copenhagen with the promise of a fine museum to showcase his sculptures, which opened in the revolutionary year of 1848 as Denmark’s first public art gallery. Of the 500 or so sculptures Thorvaldsen completed in his life—including 90 major statues—this museum has most of them, in one form or another (the plaster model used to make the original or a copy done in marble or bronze).
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Cost and Hours: 95-DKK combo-ticket with Museum of Copenhagen—good once per museum for 48 hours, free on Wed; open Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon; located in Neoclassical building with colorful walls next to Christiansborg Palace, +45 21 68 75 68, www.thorvaldsensmuseum.dk.


Visiting the Museum: After buying your ticket, scan the QR code at the entrance to the Grand Hall for a statue-by-statue narration of the museum’s key works.


The ground floor displays Thorvaldsen’s statues. Start in the Great Hall, which was the original entryway of the museum. It’s filled with replicas of some of the artist’s biggest and grandest statues—national heroes who still stand in the prominent squares of their major cities (Munich, Warsaw, the Vatican, and others). Two great equestrian statues stare each other down from across the hall; while they both take the classic, self-assured pose of looking one way while pointing another, one of them (Jozef Poniatowski) is modeled after the ancient Roman general Marcus Aurelius, while the other (Bavaria’s Maximilian I) wears modern garb.
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Then take a spin through the smaller rooms that ring the central courtyard. Each of these is dominated by one big work—mostly classical subjects drawn from mythology. At the far end of the building stand the plaster models for the iconic Risen Christ and the 12 apostles (the final marble versions stand in the Cathedral of Our Lady—see here). Peek into the central courtyard to see the planter-box tomb of Thorvaldsen himself (he died in 1844). Continue into the next row of rooms: In the far corner room look for Thorvaldsen’s (very flattering) self-portrait, leaning buffly against a partially finished sculpture.
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While Thorvaldsen’s much-adored sculpture is on the ground floors, the upstairs and the basement have a smattering of other smaller exhibits, including a collection of plaster casts (mostly ancient Roman statues that inspired Thorvaldsen), the artist’s personal possessions, and the private collection of paintings from which he drew inspiration.




Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770-1844)


Bertel Thorvaldsen was born, raised, educated, and buried in Copenhagen, but his most productive years were spent in Rome. There he soaked up the prevailing style of the time: Neoclassical. He studied ancient Greek and Roman statues, copying their balance, grace, and impassive beauty. The simple-but-noble style suited the patriotism of the era, and Thorvaldsen got rich off it. Public squares throughout Europe are dotted with his works, celebrating local rulers, patriots, and historical figures looking like Greek heroes or Roman conquerors.


In 1819, at the height of his fame and power, Thorvaldsen returned to Copenhagen. He was asked to decorate the most important parts of the recently bombed, newly rebuilt Cathedral of Our Lady: the main altar and nave. His Risen Christ on the altar (along with the 12 apostles lining the nave) became his most famous and reproduced work—without even realizing it, most people imagine the caring features of Thorvaldsen’s Christ when picturing what Jesus looked like.
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The prolific Thorvaldsen depicted a range of subjects. His grand statues of historical figures (Copernicus in Warsaw, Maximilian I in Munich) were intended for public squares. Portrait busts of his contemporaries were usually done in the style of Roman emperors. Thorvaldsen carved the Lion Monument, depicting a weeping lion, into a cliff in Luzern, Switzerland. He did religious statues, like the Risen Christ. Thorvaldsen’s most accessible works are from Greek mythology—The Three Graces, naked Jason with the Golden Fleece, or Ganymede crouching down to feed the eagle Jupiter.


Though many of his statues are of gleaming white marble, Thorvaldsen was not a chiseler of stone. Like Rodin and Canova, Thorvaldsen left the grunt work to others. He fashioned a life-size model in plaster, which could then be reproduced in marble or bronze by his assistants. Multiple copies were often made, even in his lifetime.


Thorvaldsen epitomized the Neoclassical style. His statues assume perfectly balanced poses—maybe even a bit stiff, say critics. They don’t flail their arms dramatically or emote passionately. As you look into their faces, they seem lost in thought, as though contemplating deep spiritual truths.


In Copenhagen, catch Thorvaldsen’s Risen Christ at the Cathedral of Our Lady, his portrait bust at City Hall, and the full range of his long career at Thorvaldsen’s Museum.






Royal Library (Kongelige Bibliotek)



Copenhagen’s Royal Library, dubbed the “Black Diamond” (Sorte Diamant), is a striking, modern building made of shiny black granite, leaning over the harbor at the edge of the palace complex. From the inviting lounge chairs on the Inner Harbor, you can ponder this stretch of harborfront, which serves as a showcase for architects. Inside, wander through the old and new sections, catch the fine view from the “G” level, read a magazine, and enjoy a classy—and pricey—lunch.


Cost and Hours: Free, special exhibits generally 75 DKK; summer Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat until 18:00; otherwise Mon-Fri 8:00-21:00, Sat 9:00-19:00; reading room hours vary, closed Sun year-round; +45 33 47 47 47, www.kb.dk. The library’s harborfront is a wonderful place to sip a drink.


Danish Jewish Museum (Dansk Jødisk Museum)


This small museum, with few actual artifacts, tells the story and struggles of the Jewish community in Denmark over 400 years. It’s a reminder that despite Nazi occupation in 1943, nearly 7,000 Danish Jews were ferried across the waves by fishermen to safety in neutral Sweden. Thanks to this heroic exodus, only 500 went to concentration camps and less than 100 died. It’s a quiet and thought-provoking exhibit exploring the trauma of that community through the ages through the eyes of a Jewish person.


Cost and Hours: 100 DKK; summer Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon; Sept-May from 11:00 and closed Mon-Tue; behind Royal Library at Proviantpassagen 6—enter from the courtyard behind the red-brick, ivy-covered building, +45 33 11 22 18, www.jewmus.dk.


NEAR THE STRØGET


Round Tower (Rundetaarn)


Built in 1642 by Christian IV, the tower connects a church, library, and observatory (the oldest functioning observatory in Europe) with a ramp that spirals up to a fine view of Copenhagen (though the view from atop Our Savior’s Church is better). Notice the tower’s mix of red and yellow bricks; the colors are meant to convey that this is a royal structure.
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Cost and Hours: 40 DKK, nothing to see inside but the ramp and the view; tower—daily 10:00-20:00, Oct-March until 18:00; www.rundetaarn.dk; just off the Strøget on Købmagergade.


Nearby: Near the Round Tower, on Skindergade, is an always-open old courtyard that offers a rare peek at the half-timbered architecture of the city long ago. For location, see the “Copenhagen City Walk” map, earlier.


AMALIENBORG PALACE AND NEARBY


For more information on this palace and nearby attractions, including the famous Little Mermaid statue, see the end of my Copenhagen City Walk, earlier.



▲Amalienborg Museum (Amalienborgmuseet)



GOOGLE MAP


While King Frederik X lives quite privately in one of the four mansions that make up the palace complex, another mansion is open to the public. It displays the private studies of the last four kings of the House of Glucksborg, who ruled from 1863 to 1972 (the immediate predecessors of Frederik’s mother, Margrethe, who was queen for 52 years). While it’s a short visit—you’ll see six to eight rooms on each of two floors—it affords an intimate and unique peek into Denmark’s royal family.
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Cost and Hours: 120 DKK, 200-DKK combo-ticket includes Rosenborg Palace; daily 10:00-17:00, until 16:00 and closed Mon off-season; with your back to the harbor, entrance is at the far end of the square on the right; +45 33 15 32 86, www.dkks.dk.


Visiting the Palace: On the first floor, get an intimate peek at several private studies. Each feels particularly lived-in—with cluttered pipe collections and bookcases jammed with family pictures—because they were. It’s easy to imagine these blue-blooded folks just hanging out here, even today. The earliest study, Frederik VIII’s (c. 1869), feels older and more “royal”—with Renaissance gilded walls, heavy drapes, and a polar bear rug.


Don’t miss the Fabergé Chamber, a dazzling reminder from czarist Russia that the Danish royal family was very well connected. A small chart room shows the thousand-year lineage of the royal family—the oldest in Europe—from Gorm the Old (958 in Viking times) to today.


On the second floor, you’ll see the Gothic library designed for dowager Queen Caroline Amalie, the cheery gala hall (the palace’s largest room)—with reliefs by Bertel Thorvaldsen just below the ceiling—and a hall gleaming with large gilt-bronze table decorations.



Amalienborg Palace Changing of the Guard



This noontime event is boring in the summer, when the king is not in residence—the guards just change places. (This goes on for quite a long time—no need to rush here at the stroke of noon, or to crowd in during the first few minutes; you’ll have plenty of good photo ops.) If the king’s in town (indicated by a flag flying above his home), the changing of the guard is accompanied by a military band.
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▲Museum of Danish Resistance (Frihedsmuseet)



GOOGLE MAP


On April 9, 1940, Hitler’s Nazis violated a peace treaty and invaded Denmark, overrunning the tiny nation in mere hours. This museum tells what happened next: the compelling story of Denmark’s heroic Nazi-resistance struggle (1940-1945). You’ll go underground and enter the occupation years in Denmark, learning how it affected the Danish population and how the resistance movement began. First-hand accounts from five characters detail the difficult choices and dilemmas they faced. Interactive exhibits let you print illegal magazines, tap phone conversations, and decode German messages. The artifacts and video clips are interesting, but while I’ve never met a Nazi resistance museum I didn’t like, this one (which replaced a wonderful earlier iteration, which burned in a fire) tries too hard to creatively tell a story at the expense of actually teaching and showing artifacts.


Cost and Hours: 110 DKK; daily 10:00-17:00, Sept-April closed Mon, last entrance 1.5 hours before closing, café; on Churchillparken between Amalienborg Palace and The Little Mermaid, at Esplanaden 13; 10-minute walk from Østerport S-tog or Metro stations, or take Harbor Bus boat #991 or #992 to Nordre Toldbod; +45 41 20 60 80, https://en.natmus.dk.


Design Museum Denmark


Housed in the Rococo building of Denmark’s first public hospital, this museum hosts rotating themed exhibits of Danish and international industrial design, including textiles, furniture, household items, and artwork. The collection encompasses historical, contemporary, and future-focused design.


Cost and Hours: 130 DKK; Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Thu until 20:00, closed Mon, last entry 45 minutes before closing; café with garden seating, a 5-minute walk from the Museum of Danish Resistance at Bredgade 68, +45 33 18 5656, www.designmuseum.dk.



ROSENBORG CASTLE AND NEARBY




▲▲▲Rosenborg Castle (Rosenborg Slot) and Treasury



This finely furnished Dutch Renaissance-style castle was built by King Christian IV in the early 1600s as a summer residence. Rosenborg was his favorite castle and where he chose to die. Open to the public since 1838, it houses the Danish crown jewels and 500 years of royal knickknacks. While the old palace interior is a bit dark and not as immediately impressive as many of Europe’s later Baroque masterpieces, it has a certain lived-in charm. It oozes the personality of the fascinating Christian IV and has one of the finest treasury collections in Europe.
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Cost and Hours: 130 DKK, 200-DKK combo-ticket includes Amalienborg Museum; open daily 10:00-17:00; Nov-March Tue-Sun 10:00-16:00, closed Mon; mandatory lockers; Metro or S-tog: Nørreport, then 5-minute walk on Østervoldgade, +45 33 15 32 86, www.dkks.dk.


Reservations Recommended: Book your timed-entry ticket online in advance to avoid the often long ticket line (even with a Copenhagen Card).


Tours: For a private tour, hire guide Richard Karpen (May-Sept, www.copenhagenwalks.com). Or take the following self-guided tour that I’ve woven together with Richard’s help from the highlights of his walk. You can also connect to the palace’s free Wi-Fi to follow a step-by-step tour of the palace highlights using your mobile device.


[image: Image] Self-Guided Tour: Buy your ticket (or show your pass) to get your entry time, check your bag, and join the line. You must start in the castle and tour the treasury after that. You’ll tour the ground floor room by room, then climb to the third floor for the big throne room. After a quick sweep of the middle floor, finish in the basement vault (enter from outside) for the jewels.


• Begin the tour on the palace’s ground floor (turn right as you enter), in the Winter Room.


Ground Floor: Here in the wood-paneled Winter Room, all eyes were on King Christian IV. Today, your eyes should be on him, too. Take a close look at his marble bust by the fireplace. Check this guy out—fashionable braid, hard drinker, hard lover, energetic statesman, and warrior king. Christian IV was dynamism in the flesh, wearing a toga: a true Renaissance guy. During his reign, Copenhagen doubled in size. You’re surrounded by Dutch paintings (the Dutch had a huge influence on 17th-century Denmark). In the case, the golden astronomical clock—with musical works and moving figures—did everything you can imagine. Flanking the fireplace (opposite where you entered), beneath the windows, look for the panels in the tile floor that could be removed to let the music performed by the band in the basement waft in. (Who wants the actual musicians in the dining room?) The audio holes were also used to call servants.




King Christian IV: Lover and Fighter


King Christian IV (1577-1648) inherited Denmark at the peak of its power, lived his life with the exuberance of the age, and went to his grave with his country in decline. Christian’s legacy is obvious to every tourist—Rosenborg Castle, Frederiksborg Palace, the Round Tower, Christianshavn, and on and on. Look for his logo adorning many buildings: the letter “C” with a “4” inside it and a crown on top. Thanks to his place in history and his passionate personality, Danes today regard Christian IV as one of their greatest monarchs.
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During his 50-year reign, Christian IV reformed the government, rebuilt the army, established a trading post in India, and tried to expand Denmark’s territory. He took Kalmar from Sweden and captured strategic points in northern Germany. The king was a large man who also lived large. A skilled horseman and avid hunter, he could drink his companions under the table. He spoke several languages and gained a reputation for being outgoing and humorous. His lavish banquets were legendary, and his romantic affairs were numerous.


But Christian’s appetite for war proved destructive. In 1626, Denmark again attacked northern Germany, but was beaten back. In late 1643, Sweden launched a sneak attack, and despite Christian’s personal bravery (he lost an eye), the war went badly. By the end of his life, Christian was tired and bitter, and Denmark was drained.


The heroics of Christian and his sailors live on in the Danish national anthem, “King Christian Stood by the Lofty Mast.”





The study (or “writing closet,” nearest where you entered) was small (and easy to heat). Kings did a lot of corresponding. We know a lot about Christian because 3,000 of his handwritten letters survive. The painting on the right wall shows Christian at age eight. Three years later, his father died, and little Christian technically ascended the throne, though Denmark was actually ruled by a regency until Christian was 19. A portrait of his mother hangs above the boy, and opposite the door is a portrait of Christian in his prime—having just conquered Sweden—standing alongside the dazzling coronation crown you’ll see later.
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Going back through the Winter Room, head for the door to Christian’s bedroom. Before entering, notice the little peephole in the door (used by the king to spy on those in this room—well camouflaged by the painting, and more easily seen from the other side), and the big cabinet doors for Christian’s clothes and accessories, flanking the bedroom door (notice the hinges and keyholes). Heading into the bedroom, you’ll see paintings showing the king as an old man...and as a dead man. (Christian died in this room.)
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In the case are the clothes Christian wore at his finest hour. During a naval battle against Sweden (1644), Christian stood directing the action when an explosion ripped across the deck, sending him sprawling and riddling him with shrapnel. Unfazed, the 67-year-old monarch bounced right back up and kept going, inspiring his men to carry on the fight. Christian’s stubborn determination during this battle is commemorated in Denmark’s national anthem. Shrapnel put out Christian’s eye. No problem: The warrior king with a knack for heroic publicity stunts had the shrapnel bits removed from his eye and forehead and made into earrings as a gift for his mistress. The earrings hang in the case with his blood-stained clothes (easy to miss, right side). Christian lived to be 70 and fathered 25 children (with two wives and three mistresses). Before moving on, you can peek into Christian’s private bathroom—elegantly tiled with Delft porcelain.


Proceed into the Dark Room. Here you’ll see wax casts of royal figures. This was the way famous and important people were portrayed back then.


The Marble Room, or Queen’s Bedroom, has a particularly impressive inlaid marble floor. Imagine the royal bed under the emblems of Norway (right), Denmark (center), and Sweden (left) and with symbols of her realm in the ceiling.


The end room is called the Queen’s Reception Room. Notice the ceiling painting, with an orchestra looking down on you as they play.


The long stone passage leading to the staircase exhibits an intriguing painting showing the crowds at the coronation of Christian’s son, Frederik III. A sunbeam blesses the king as he’s anointed an absolute, divinely ordained monarch (1660). This painting marks that event—study it closely for slice-of-life details. Next, across from the stairs, near the ticket taker, a sprawling family tree makes it perfectly clear that Christian IV comes from good stock. Notice the tree is labeled in German—the second language of the realm but the first language of the royal family.
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• The queen had a hand-pulled elevator, but you’ll need to hike up two flights of stairs to the top floor...the throne room.


Throne Room (Third Floor): The Long Hall—considered one of the best-preserved Baroque rooms in Europe—was great for banquets. The stucco ceiling and the tapestries trumpet the accomplishments of Denmark’s great kings. The four corners of the stucco ceiling feature the four continents known at the time. (America—at the far-right end of the hall as you enter—was still considered pretty untamed; notice the decapitated head of a European with the arrow sticking out of it.) In the center of the ceiling, of course, is the proud seal of the Danish Royal Family. The tapestries, designed for this room, are from the late 1600s. Effective propaganda, they show the Danes defeating their Swedish rivals on land and at sea.
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Find the two thrones side by side. The king’s throne—still more propaganda for two centuries of “absolute” monarchs—was made of “unicorn horn” (actually narwhal tusk from Greenland). Believed to bring protection from evil and poison, the horn was the most precious material in its day. The queen’s throne is of hammered silver. The 150-pound lions are 300 years old.


• Heading back down, pause at the middle floor, which is worth a look.


Middle Floor: Circling counterclockwise, you’ll see more fine clocks, fancy furniture, and royal portraits. The queen enjoyed her royal lathe (with candleholders for lighting and pedals to spin it hidden away below; in the Christian VI Room). The small mirror room (opposite where you entered, up the stairs from the main hall) was where the king played Peeping Tom—using mirrors on the floor to see what was under those hoop skirts. In hidden cupboards, he had both a fold-out bed and a handy escape staircase.


• Back outside, turn right and find the stairs leading down to the...


Royal Danish Treasury (Castle Basement): The palace was a royal residence for a century and has been the royal vault right up until today. As you enter, first head to the right, into the wine cellar, with thousand-liter barrels and some fine treasury items. The first room has a vast army of tiny golden soldiers and a wall lined with fancy rifles.


A glass case shows off two 1861 Colt revolvers (the first such guns ever seen in Europe). These were sent by Abraham Lincoln to the Danish king as a gift of thanks for advancing democracy in Europe by agreeing (in 1849) to accept a constitutional democracy.


Heading into the next room, you’ll see fine items of amber (petrified tree resin, 30-50 million years old) and ivory. Study the large box made of amber (in a freestanding case, just to the right as you enter)—the tiny figures show a healthy interest in sex.


Now head back past the ticket taker and into the main part of the treasury, where you can browse through exquisite royal knickknacks.


The diamond- and pearl-studded saddles were Christian IV’s—the first for his coronation, the second for his son’s wedding. When his kingdom was nearly bankrupt, Christian had these constructed lavishly—complete with solid-gold spurs—to impress visiting dignitaries and bolster Denmark’s credit rating.


The next case displays tankards. Danes were always big drinkers, and to drink in the top style, a king had narwhal steins (#4030). Note the fancy Greenland Inuit on the lid (#4023). The case is filled with exquisitely carved ivory. On the other side of that case, what’s with the mooning snuffbox (#4063)? Also, check out the amorous whistle (#4064).


Drop by the case on the wall in the back-left of the room: The 17th century was the age of brooches. Many of these are made of freshwater pearls. In the middle square panel, find two items: top-center, the fancy combination toothpick and ear spoon. Below that, a tiny golden ring: A queen was caught having an affair after 22 years of royal marriage. Her king gave her a special present: a golden ring—showing the hand of his promiscuous queen shaking hands with a penis.


Step downstairs, away from all this silliness. Passing through the serious vault door, you come face-to-face with a big, jeweled sword. The tall, two-handed, 16th-century coronation sword was drawn by the new king, who cut crosses in the air in four directions, symbolically promising to defend the realm from all attacks. The cases surrounding the sword contain everyday items used by the king (all solid gold, of course). What looks like a trophy case of gold records is actually a collection of dinner plates with amber centers (#5032).


Go down the steps. In the center case is Christian IV’s coronation crown (from 1596, seven pounds of gold and precious stones, #5124), which some consider to be the finest Renaissance crown in Europe. Its six tallest gables radiate symbolism. Find the symbols of justice (sword and scales), fortitude (a woman on a lion with a sword), and charity (a nursing woman—meaning the king will love God and his people as a mother loves her child). The pelican, which (according to medieval legend) pecks its own flesh to feed its young, symbolizes God sacrificing his son, just as the king would make great sacrifices for his people. Climb the footstool to look inside—it’s as exquisite as the outside. The shields of various Danish provinces remind the king that he’s surrounded by his realms.
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Circling the cases along the wall (right to left), notice the fine enameled lady’s goblet with traits of a good woman spelled out in Latin (#5128), and above that, an exquisite prayer book (with handwritten favorite prayers, #5134). In the fifth window, the big solid-gold baptismal basin (#5262) hangs above tiny oval silver boxes that contained the royal children’s umbilical cords (handy for protection later in life, #5272); two cases over are royal writing sets with wax, seals, pens, and ink (#5320).


Go down a few more steps into the lowest level of the treasury and last room. The two crowns in the center cases are more modern (from 1670), lighter, and more practical—just gold and diamonds without all the symbolism. The king’s crown is only four pounds, the queen’s a mere two.


The cases along the walls show off the crown jewels. These were made in 1840 of diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and pearls from earlier royal jewelry. The saber (#5540) shows emblems of the realm’s 19 provinces. The sumptuous pendant features a 19-carat diamond cut (like its neighbors) in the 58-facet “brilliant” style for maximum reflection (far-left case, #5560). Imagine these on the dance floor. The dark painting shows the anointing of King Christian V at the Frederiksborg Castle Chapel in 1671. The crown jewels are still worn by the monarch on special occasions several times a year.



▲Rosenborg Gardens



Rosenborg Castle is surrounded by the royal pleasure gardens and, on sunny days, a minefield of sunbathing Danish beauties and picnickers. When the royal family is in residence, there’s a daily changing-of-the-guard miniparade from the Royal Guard’s barracks adjoining Rosenborg Castle (at 11:30) to Amalienborg Palace (at 12:00). The Queen’s Rose Garden (across the moat from the palace) is a royal place for a picnic. The fine statue of Hans Christian Andersen in the park (far-left corner)—erected while he was still alive (and approved by him)—is meant to symbolize how his stories had a message even for adults (gardens open daily 7:00-dusk).



▲National Gallery of Denmark (Statens Museum for Kunst)



GOOGLE MAP


This museum fills a stately building with Danish and European paintings from the 14th century through today. It’s particularly worthwhile for the chance to be immersed in great art by the Danes, and to see its good collection of French Modernists, all well described in English.
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Cost and Hours: 120 DKK; Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Wed until 20:00, closed Mon; Sølvgade 48, +45 33 74 84 94, www.smk.dk.


Visiting the Museum: The ground floor holds temporary exhibits; the second floor has collections of Danish and Nordic artists from 1750 to 1900 and European art from 1300 to 1800; and the Danish and International Art after 1900 is spread between the second and third floors.


Head first to the Danish and Nordic artists section, and pick up the excellent floor plan that suggests a twisting route through the collection. Take the time to read the descriptions in each room, which put the paintings into historical context. In addition to Romantic works by prominent non-Danish artists (such as the Norwegian J. C. Dahl and the German Caspar David Friedrich), this is a chance to learn about some very talented Danish painters not well known outside their native land. Make a point to meet the “Skagen Painters,” including Anna Ancher, Michael Ancher, Peder Severin Krøyer, and others (find them in the section called “The Modern Breakthrough I-II”). This group, with echoes of the French Impressionists, gathered in the fishing village of Skagen on the northern tip of Denmark, surrounded by the sea and strong light, and painted heroic folk-fishermen themes in the late 1800s. Also worth seeking out are the canvases of Laurits Andersen Ring, who portrayed traditional peasant scenes with modern style; and Jens Ferdinand Willumsen, who pioneered “Vitalism” (celebrating man in nature). Other exhibits are cleverly organized by theme, such as gender or the body.
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In the 20th-century section, the collection of early French Modernism is particularly impressive (with works by Matisse, Picasso, Braque, and more). This is complemented with works by Danish artists, who, inspired by the French avant-garde, introduced new, radical forms and colors to Scandinavian art.


CHRISTIANSHAVN


Across the harbor from the old town, Christianshavn—the former merchant’s district—is one of Copenhagen’s most delightful neighborhoods to explore. It offers pleasant canalside walks and trendy restaurants, along with two things to see: Our Savior’s Church (with its fanciful tower) and Christiania, a colorful alternative-living community. Before visiting, make sure to read the background on Christianshavn, which helps explain what you’ll see (see sidebar).


Your first look at the island will likely be its main square. Christianshavns Torv has a Metro stop, an early Copenhagen phone kiosk (from 1896), a fine bakery across the street (Lagkagehuset), and three statues celebrating Greenland. A Danish protectorate since 1721, Greenland, with 56,000 people, is represented by two members in the Danish parliament. The square has long been a hangout for Greenlanders, who appreciate the cheap beer and long hours of the big supermarket fronting the square. For Christianshavn eating recommendations, see here.



▲Our Savior’s Church (Vor Frelsers Kirke)



GOOGLE MAP


This large Baroque church gleams inside and out. Its bright interior (from 1696) is shaped like a giant cube. The magnificent pipe organ is supported by elephants (a royal symbol of the prestigious Order of the Elephant). Looking up to the ceiling, notice elephants also sculpted into the stucco of the dome, and a little one hanging from the main chandelier. Best of all, you can climb the unique spiral spire (with an outdoor staircase winding up to its top—398 stairs in all) for great views of the city and of the Christiania commune below.
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Cost and Hours: Church interior—free, Mon-Sat 11:00-15:30, closed Sun except for worship; church tower—70 DKK, daily 9:00-20:00 (last entry 19:30), closed in Jan and in bad weather; WC at base of tower; Sankt Annægade 29, +45 41 66 63 57, www.vorfrelserskirke.dk.


[image: Image]


Tower Reservations: In summer and Fri-Mon year-round, it’s mandatory to book your tower entry online in advance.


[image: Image] Spin-Tour from the Top of Our Savior’s Church: Climb up until you run out of stairs. As you wind back down, look for these landmarks:


The modern windmills are a reminder that Denmark generates over half of its power from wind. Below the windmills is a great aerial view of the Christiania commune. Beyond the windmills, across Øresund (the strait that separates Denmark and Sweden), stands a shuttered Swedish nuclear power plant. The lone skyscraper in the distance—the first and tallest skyscraper in Scandinavia—is in Malmö, Sweden. The Øresund Bridge made Malmö an easy 35-minute bus or train ride from Copenhagen (it’s become a bedroom community, with much cheaper apartments making the commute worthwhile).




Christianshavn: Then and Now


Christianshavn—Copenhagen’s planned port—was vital to Danish power in the 17th and 18th centuries. Denmark had always been second to Sweden when it came to possession of natural resources, so the Danes tried to make up for it by acquiring resource-rich overseas colonies. They built Christianshavn (with Amsterdam’s engineering help) to run the resulting trade business—giving this neighborhood a “little Amsterdam” vibe today.


Since Denmark’s economy was so dependent on trade, the port town was the natural target of enemies. When the Danes didn’t support Britain against Napoleon in 1807, the Brits bombarded Christianshavn. In this “blackest year in Danish history,” Christianshavn burned down. Today there’s hardly a building here that dates from before that time.


Christianshavn remained Copenhagen’s commercial center until the 1920s, when a modern harbor was built. Suddenly, Christianshavn’s economy collapsed and it became a slum. Cheap prices attracted artsy types, giving it a bohemian flavor. In 1971, squatters set up shop in an old military camp in Christianshavn and created their own community called Christiania, which still survives today.


Over the past few decades, Christianshavn has had a resurgence, and these days, prices are driven up by wealthy locals (who pay about 60 percent of their income in taxes) spending too much for apartments, renting them cheaply to their kids, and writing off the loss. Demand for property is huge. Outside of Christiania, the neighborhood is inhabited mostly by rich students and young professionals, living in some of the priciest real estate in town.





Farther to the right, the big red-roof zone is Amager Island. Five hundred years as the city’s dumping grounds earned Amager the nickname “Crap Island.” Circling on, you come to the towering Radisson Blu Royal Hotel. The area beyond it is slated to become a forest of skyscrapers—the center of Europe’s biomedical industry.


Downtown Copenhagen is decorated with several striking towers and spires. The tower capped by the golden ball is a ride in Tivoli Gardens. Next is City Hall’s pointy brick tower. The biggest building, with the three-crown tower, is Christiansborg Palace. The Børsen (old stock exchange) is just beyond, with its unique dragon-tail tower. Behind that is Nyhavn. Just across from that and the Royal Danish Theatre’s Playhouse is the dramatic Opera House (with the flat roof and big, grassy front yard).



▲▲▲Christiania



GOOGLE MAP


In 1971, the original 700 Christianians established squatters’ rights in an abandoned military barracks just a 15-minute walk from the Danish parliament building. Two generations later, this “free city” still stands—an ultra-human mishmash of idealists, hippies, potheads, nonmaterialists, and happy children (800 people, 200 cats, 200 dogs, 2 parrots, and 17 horses). There are even a handful of Willie Nelson-type seniors among the 180 remaining here from the original takeover. And an amazing thing has happened: The place has become the second-most-visited sight among tourists in Copenhagen, behind Tivoli Gardens. Move over, Little Mermaid.


“Pusher Street” (named for the sale of soft drugs here) is Christiania’s main drag. Get beyond this touristy side of Christiania, and you’ll find a fascinating, ramshackle world of moats and earthen ramparts, alternative housing, cozy tea houses, carpenter shops, hippie villas, children’s playgrounds, peaceful lanes, and people who believe that “to be normal is to be in a straitjacket.” A local slogan claims, “Kun døde fisk flyder med strømmen” (“Only dead fish swim with the current”).


Hours and Tours: Christiania is open all the time but quiet (and some restaurants closed) on Mondays, which is its rest day (though “resting” from what, I’m not sure). Guided tours led by residents leave from near the main entrance—look for the Rundviser sign (60 DKK, cash only, July-Aug daily at 15:00; Sat-Sun only the rest of the year, just show up, 1-1.5 hours, in English and Danish, private tours also available, info at www.rundvisergruppen.dk). You’re welcome to snap photos, except on Pusher Street (but ask residents before you photograph them).
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The Community: Christiania is broken into 14 administrative neighborhoods on a former military base. Most of the land, once owned by Denmark’s Ministry of Defense, has been purchased by the Christiania community; the rest of it is leased from the state (see the sidebar). Locals build their homes but don’t own them—individuals can’t buy or sell property. When someone moves out, the community decides who will be invited in to replace that person. A third of the adult population works on the outside, a third works on the inside, and a third doesn’t work much at all.
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