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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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Skógafoss waterfall






WELCOME TO Iceland



9 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


VISITING ICELAND ON A BUDGET


CHASING THE NORTHERN LIGHTS


BEST OF Iceland


WINTER WONDERS


GETTING YOURSELF IN HOT WATER: ICELAND’S HOT SPRINGS


Iceland Weekend Getaways


BEST DAY HIKES


Wildlife-Watching in Iceland


LOCAL ICELAND


Scale soaring mountaintops. Dive into some of the clearest water in the world. Explore crystalline ice caves and mineral-rich lava tubes. Hike the rim of a remote volcano that rises from an arctic desert. Witness a rainbow materialize over a thundering waterfall. Iceland is a place not just to see, but to experience.


Iceland is revered for its breathtaking landscapes, unrivaled trekking, and arctic wildlife. Three national parks and a dozen smaller reserves protect these resources. Vatnajökull National Park makes up 13 percent of the country and contains the largest glacier in the world outside the poles. Geothermal pools, like the famous milky waters of the Blue Lagoon and Mývatn Nature Baths, bubble up from beneath the earth and provide a place to soak away your worries.


If city life is more your speed, Reykjavík is waiting for you. Stroll the capital’s streets and explore the galleries, coffeehouses, intimate concert venues, and record shops—you can’t help but feel the city’s creative energy. Handcrafted local beers replace specialty coffees as the drink of choice come evening time when low-key daytime hangouts morph into pulsing parties that fuel a thriving nightlife scene.


In summer, the days seem endless—the sun shines for nearly 24 hours around the solstice—the ideal time to embark on an epic drive around the Ring Road. And winter tourism is increasing, with visitors lured by the chance to see the northern lights, yet another of Iceland’s spectacular natural wonders. Watching the lights flicker in the sky, changing colors, disappearing, and reappearing stronger and brighter makes braving the wind and cold worth it.


For scenery and adventure, Iceland is unmatched.
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peak of Snæfellsjökull






9 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Feeling the spray from wondrous waterfalls like Goðafoss (pictured) and Dettifoss.
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2 Soaking in one of Iceland’s pools and hot springs, from the milky blue waters of the Blue Lagoon to less famous pools frequented by locals.
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3 Exploring mountains, volcanoes, lava fields, and valleys on well-maintained hiking trails, from spectacular day hikes around the island to the famous four-day Laugavegurinn Trail.
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4 Getting a glimpse of Iceland’s rich wildlife, from reindeer and puffins to seals and whales.
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5 Strolling through artsy, vibrant Akureyri, unofficial capital of the north.
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6 Hitting the road on a scenic drive to enjoy the country’s nature and culture, whether you’re touring the famous Golden Circle or the entire Ring Road.
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7 Getting up close to one of Iceland’s mighty glaciers, whether you’re trekking the lunar landscape of Snæfellsjökull or sailing along the gorgeous glacier lagoon Jökulsárlón (pictured).
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8 Immersing yourself in Reykjavík's legendary nightlife, from craft beer joints to cool cocktail bars to live music venues.
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9 Watching the green and white northern lights dance and flicker in the sky.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Reykjavík


Home to two-thirds of Iceland’s population, the capital city is the cultural and social hub of the country, with an energy distinct from the rest of the island. Here, you’ll find chic hotels, eclectic restaurants, and top-notch shopping on the main street, Laugavegur—not to mention a thriving art scene and vibrant nightlife. Pay a visit to the distinctive church Hallgrímskirkja, the peaceful pond Tjörnin near city hall, and, for a taste of history, the National Museum of Iceland. A trip to the old harbor is also a must—take in a concert at the striking glass hall Harpa, or head out on a whale-watching tour.


Reykjanes Peninsula and the South


Outside of Reykjavík, the Reykjanes Peninsula and the natural sights in South Iceland get the most traffic on the island. The Reykjanes Peninsula is home to charming fishing villages, Keflavík airport, and the Blue Lagoon, where you can take a healing dip in the heated water. The Golden Circle route encompasses three key sights: the mighty waterfall Gullfoss, the bubbling geothermal phenomenon Geysir, and the history-steeped national park Þingvellir. Some of the best hiking trails in the country are in the south. A favorite is the Laugavegurinn Trail, where you’ll see towering mountains, vast glaciers, hot springs, roaring rivers, and stunning waterfalls.



Snæfellsnes Peninsula and the Westfjords



Called “Iceland in miniature” by locals, the Snæfellsnes Peninsula has a bit of everything: quaint fishing towns, spectacular mountains, hiking, whale-watching, and even a glacier you can walk on—Snæfellsjökull, world famous as the starting point of Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth. Endless coastlines, offbeat museums, and beautiful rocky landscapes await in the Westfjords. For outstanding bird-watching, visit the Látrabjarg cliffs in summer to check out thousands of nesting puffins.
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view of Snæfellsjökull





North Iceland


Iceland’s “second city,” low-key Akureyri offers beautiful botanical gardens, first-rate hotels and restaurants, and a booming art scene. It’s the perfect place to base yourself for a visit to the north. The Mývatn region lures visitors with its birdlife-rich lake, gorgeous hiking trails, vast lava fields, enormous craters, soaring mountains, and soothing Mývatn Nature Baths. Jökulsárgljúfur, part of Vatnajökull National Park, offers several treasures, including the gigantic canyon Ásbyrgi and Dettifoss, the largest waterfall in Iceland. Húsavík has some of the best whale-watching opportunities on the island, with a chance to see as many as 12 species of whales.


East Iceland and the Eastfjords


Are you looking for the “ice” in Iceland? Head to East Iceland, where the giant white Vatnajökull glacier will take your breath away. Drive or hike close to the glacier’s edge in Skaftafell, home to snowcapped mountains, green fields, and black-sand beaches. Hikers can scale Mount Snæfell, Iceland’s highest mountain (excluding glaciers), with spectacular views spanning the highlands to the sea. Weave through the unspoiled Eastfjords, where each fjord has its own charm. The east is the most remote part of the island, and summer is the ideal time to tour this region.
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The Highlands


The uninhabited interior draws adventure-seekers and avid hikers with its unique and unforgiving landscape. Iceland’s largest glaciers (Vatnajökull, Langjökull, and Hofsjökull) are the backdrop to the highlands, with dramatic scenery cut by wind and ice. Hike the rim of Mount Askja, a volcano with a lake-filled crater and sensational views. Askja emerges from the eerie, desolate Ódáðahraun lava field, the largest desert in Europe. You have to stay abreast of the weather forecast in the highlands—it can snow any day of the year here, and self-guided trips to the highlands should only be planned for the summer months.


Ring Road Road Trip


Iceland’s Ring Road (Route 1) is a scenic loop around the island, revealing some of the best-known attractions in Iceland and unexpected gems. Traveling the entirety of this 1,332-km (828-mi) paved route in your own rental car is one of the best and most popular ways to tour the inhabited parts of the island. Having at least 10 full days on the road is recommended to do the trip justice, as there is so much to see and do along the way.


WHEN TO GO


Iceland is a year-round destination, but when to visit depends on what you want to do and what you’d like to see. For instance, winter is not the time to go hiking, but the lure of lower airfare, hotel prices, and the northern lights draws many people over this season.


Summer (June-August)


The summer is the high season and offers the best weather to explore all of Iceland’s outdoor activities, such as hiking, diving, whale-watching, glacier-walking, bird-watching, and swimming. Average temperatures in the summer range 10-25°C (50-76°F). The landscape is green and lush and the days are long. The midnight sun has to be seen to be believed. June-August is also the best time to embark on a Ring Road trip, as the roads are the best this time of year, and the weather is not likely to cause many problems. That said, it’s important to closely monitor the weather forecast for wind or heavy rain.


While the summer offers the best weather and the freedom to explore the island, it comes at a price. Airfare and hotel rates are highest during these months, and there is a rush of tourists.


Autumn (September)


Autumn is quite short in Iceland and attracts travelers who want to avoid the tourist crush of summer but still explore some of the countryside and enjoy outdoor activities. There remains plenty of daylight, and hiking is viable in the fall, but you must monitor the weather because storms can pop up. It’s also possible to see northern lights this time of year; check the forecast at www.vedur.is.


September is perfect for a long weekend in Reykjavík. This time of year is also known for local festivals in the capital city, such as the Reykjavík International Film Festival. Average temperatures in September-October range 2-10°C (36-50°F). The winds can make it feel colder.



Winter (October-April)



Iceland’s low season, winter, isn’t a bad time to visit if you’re willing to go with the flow, as the weather can be unpredictable at best and punishing at worst. Pluses are that airfare and hotel prices are the lowest of the year, you won’t battle any crowds, and this is the best time to catch a glimpse of the northern lights. Popular outdoor activities during winter include riding snowmobiles and horses and skiing in the north. Temperatures tend to hover around freezing with averages of −3-3°C (26-38°F). The winds make it feel colder.


The downside to winter travel is, unsurprisingly, the changeable, challenging weather. You will likely encounter wind, rain, snow, sleet, and everything in between. Travel to the countryside in parts of the country is limited in the winter as some roads are closed, and even open roads can have tough conditions. Also, some establishments outside Reykjavík close for the winter or have limited hours.


Spring (May)


April-May is between the low winter season and the high summer season and are good options for budget-conscious travelers. You have a chance for decent weather without paying the higher summertime prices. That said, the weather is unpredictable, so a visit in April can feel like winter—it’s hit or miss. But if the weather is pleasant enough, you can enjoy hikes, horseback riding, whale-watching, and all that Reykjavík has to offer. The temperatures for April-May range 0-8°C (32-47°F).




Visiting Iceland on a Budget


Pulling off a budget trip to Iceland is difficult; the country routinely ranks as the most expensive destination in Europe. However, there are some ways to save money:


• Consider staying in hostels or guesthouses with shared facilities instead of hotels.


• Shop in local grocery stores and self-cater instead of dining out every day.


• Plan a camping trip in the summer and stay in budget-friendly designated campsites.


• Splurge on a couple of activities like a glacier walk or snorkeling tour, but be sure to take advantage of the free attractions.


• Skip the Blue Lagoon and swim like a local in heated public pools and hot tubs.


• Pack a reusable water bottle and never pay for water: Iceland’s water is some of the cleanest and best tasting on earth.





BEFORE YOU GO


Passports and Visas


Visitors to Iceland must arrive with a valid passport that expires no sooner than three months after their intended departure date. Travelers from the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and Ireland do not need a visa for trips shorter than 90 days. The ETIAS (European Travel Information and Authorization System) and EES (Entry Exit System) are newly introduced automated IT systems for registering and controlling the personal data of nationals of non-EU countries crossing the Schengen Area’s external borders. Please check before your trip if your country requires these authorizations.


Reservations


As Iceland is a sparsely populated island with limited accommodations, it’s strongly advised you book accommodations in advance. For summer trips, plan to book hotels and guesthouses at least six months in advance to get the best choices at the most favorable rates. For the rest of the year, plan to book rooms at least three months in advance. Campervans and motorhomes, which should only be rented during the summer months for safety reasons, should be booked far in advance as well, at least five months before your arrival date.


The Blue Lagoon must be booked in advance through its website. Be sure to reserve as soon as possible because time slots frequently sell out, even in the winter. If you’re considering any private or small-group tours, be sure to book those in advance. It’s also recommended to make dinner reservations during the Christmas season because there are limited options, and it’s necessary to book New Year’s Eve dinner reservations far in advance (think July-August).
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the Blue Lagoon





Transportation


Getting There


Flying into Iceland is a pretty seamless experience. The country’s main carrier, Icelandair (www.icelandair.com), serves more than 30 destinations in the United States, Canada, and Europe. Iceland’s accessibility has been the island’s main selling point as a travel destination, as the country is just over five hours from New York City and about three hours from London. There are no direct flights from South Africa, Australia, or New Zealand, so expect to connect to Iceland via continental Europe.


For those traveling from mainland Europe, a ferry can be a great option, especially if you want to bring a car, camper, or bicycle for the trip. Smyril Line (www.smyril-line.fo) runs a ferry to Iceland from Denmark and the Faroe Islands. The ferry drops you off in Seyðisfjörður in East Iceland, which is convenient if you’re traveling with a car and want to spend time in the countryside. If you want to stay in the south, where Reykjavík and the Golden Circle attractions are, a ferry may not be the best option.


Getting Around


Having access to a car gives you the ultimate freedom in seeing the island on your own schedule (but with insurance, expect to pay dearly). If you plan to stay in Reykjavík for most of your trip, or want to do short day trips in the southern or western parts of the country, it’s not necessary to rent a car, as you can book tours. Public transportation is not ideal for tourists, as the buses in the countryside connect towns and villages and do not travel to tourist attractions.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Chasing the Northern Lights


The biggest winter attraction in Iceland is the northern lights, or the aurora borealis. People travel from around the world to catch a glimpse of the green, white, blue, and red lights dancing in the night sky. The phenomenon is caused by solar winds, which push electrically charged particles to collide with molecules of atmospheric gases, causing an emission of bright light. Seeing the lights comes down to a mix of timing, location, solar conditions, and some luck.


Tips for Seeing the Aurora


• Pick the right month: Timing is essential, since the northern lights are typically visible mid-September-mid-March.


• Monitor the forecast: To see northern lights, you’ll need clear skies and solar activity. Before you head out on a northern lights hunt, check the aurora forecast at www.vedur.is.


• Dress appropriately: It can get cold out there, so be prepared. Dress in warm layers and carry a hat, scarf, and gloves.


• Find darkness: For optimum visibility, get away from bright city or town lights. Tours take you out of town, or if you are driving yourself, find a dark place, safely off the road. Do not park next to the road with your headlights off; find a suitable location.


• Have a good dose of patience: It’s not like turning a switch. It can take time for the lights to appear even if the forecast is favorable. You may have to wait several hours.


• Take a tour: Northern lights tours are offered by companies like Reykjavík Excursions (www.re.is).


Best Spots to See the Aurora


Though all you really have to do to see the northern lights when they’re on is venture outside a city area and look up, here are some particularly excellent places to see the lights in all their splendor:


• Grótta Lighthouse: Grótta is probably the best spot in Reykjavík to catch the lights.


• Þingvellir National Park: The park is lovely in all seasons and is a favorite for local photographers capturing the aurora.


• Akranes Lighthouse: The lighthouse is far from the town lights and is perfect on a dark night.


• Mount Kirkjufell: Mount Kirkjufell on the Snæfellsnes peninsula offers a majestic backdrop to the northern lights.
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BEST OF Iceland


Even with just a week, it’s possible to see many of Iceland’s highlights. Keep your home base in Reykjavík, visiting the Golden Circle and South Coast before traveling west to the Snæfellsnes Peninsula. This itinerary is best suited for the summer months.


Days 1-2: Reykjavík


After landing at Keflavík International Airport, either pick up your rental car or take the Flybus into Reykjavík. Check into your accommodations and explore the town, including the landmark church Hallgrímskirkja, the Reykjavík Art Museum, and the National Gallery of Iceland. Have a delicious dinner at Fish Market, followed by taking in some of the city’s nightlife at a concert at Harpa concert hall or by having a couple of drinks at Kex Hostel, a favorite among locals and tourists alike.


Spend the next morning wandering Reykjavík’s numerous cafés, galleries, and shops. You can pick up gifts and quality clothing at top-notch stores like 66° North and Farmers & Friends and take a coffee break at Mokka or Café Babalu. In the afternoon, board a boat in Reykjavík’s harbor for a whale-watching tour, where you will have the chance to spot numerous whale species as well as dolphins and seabirds.


Day 3: The Golden Circle


From Reykjavík, get in your rental car and kick off your drive of the famous Golden Circle route. Make your first stop Þingvellir National Park, an ideal introduction to the Icelandic countryside due to its historical and geological significance. Next, drive to the Haukadalur geothermal area for a look at Geysir, the original geyser, and its spouting neighbor Strokkur. Have lunch at the Geysir Center before continuing to Gullfoss, the golden waterfall. Next, drive to the small village of Fluðir and take a dip in the Secret Lagoon, a smaller and more intimate bathing experience than the Blue Lagoon. After you’re refreshed, head back to Reykjavík for dinner at Grillmarkaðurinn.


Day 4: Waterfalls of the South


Start your day early with breakfast at Deig in Reykjavík before heading south to explore the spectacular South Coast. Be sure to pack some snacks—there won’t be many places to stop for food on today’s itinerary.




Winter Wonders


Sure, Iceland’s winter weather can be challenging. But you’ll be rewarded with truly unique experiences that make it all worthwhile.


• Hunt for northern lights: The main season to see northern lights is mid-September-mid-March. Book a guided tour or venture out on your own.


• Embark on an art museum crawl in Reykjavík: If the weather outside is frightful, head indoors to explore Iceland’s modern artists like Erró and painters such as Jóhannes Kjarval at the Reykjavík Art Museum.


• Soak in the Blue Lagoon: This is the most popular tourist attraction in Iceland for a reason, and it is just as special in the winter. It’s soothing and beautiful to soak during light snowfalls or while watching the northern lights dance above on clear nights.


• Tour the Golden Circle: Iceland’s number-one tour is available year-round. Book a bus tour or drive the attraction-heavy route yourself. The frozen Gullfoss falls and rocky landscape are gorgeous when mantled in winter white.


• Go cross-country skiing up north: Iceland isn’t known for its skiing, but it does have a well-maintained ski area in its north, not too far from Akureyri. The Hlíðarfjall ski area has more than a dozen well-kept trails.


• Ride majestic Icelandic horses: Icelandic horses are hardy creatures that are beautiful to ride along the snowy landscape. Akureyri-based tour company Saga Travel offers horseback-riding day tours from Akureyri and Mývatn.


• Ride snowmobiles: It’s spectacular to glide atop the pristine white snow on crisp, clear winter days. Arctic Adventures offers several snowmobile tours, including one on Vatnajökull glacier, the biggest glacier in Europe.


• Take a glacier walk: Tour operators offer the unique opportunity to hike on a glacier. They supply all the necessary equipment and provide pickups at your hotel or guesthouse. Icelandic Mountain Guides offers a year-round guided tour walking on a glacier in Skaftafell.





First, head to the delicate Seljalandsfoss waterfall. Spend some time walking the area around the waterfall for the best view, and climbing the set of steps that offer you the unique chance to walk behind the cascading water. Next, continue to the mighty Skógafoss waterfall, which has a drop of 60 m (196 ft). Drive to nearby town Hvolsvöllur for a late lunch at Valhalla Restaurant before making the journey back to Reykjavík for dinner at Sumac Grill.


Day 5: Snæfellsnes Peninsula


Spend a day in the Snæfellsnes Peninsula exploring charming fishing villages and the mighty Snæfellsjökull glacier, which appeared in Jules Verne’s classic tale Journey to the Center of the Earth. Make a stop at Djúpalónssandur, a vast black-sand beach on the southern edge of Snæfellsjökull, before continuing to the town of Ólafsvík. There, you’ll enjoy a casual lunch at Sker Restaurant before continuing your drive to Grundarfjörður. Make the most of your time in this town by going on a whale-watching tour with Laki Tours. This region is your best chance to see orcas off the coast of the island. Drive the 2.5 hours back to Reykjavík and have dinner and drinks at Hlemmur Mathöll.
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Djúpalónssandur beach in Snaefellsjökull National Park





Day 6: Reykjanes Peninsula


Get an early start and head to the Reykjanes Peninsula, where you will explore natural sites like Krýsuvík before checking out the Bridge Between Continents. Have lunch at Max’s Restaurant before heading to the Blue Lagoon. Relax in the healing waters of the lagoon while enjoying a cocktail, an in-water massage, or special access to The Retreat, a private section of the lagoon. Have dinner at Moss Restaurant at the Blue Lagoon before calling it a night at the luxurious The Retreat hotel.


Day 7: Reykjavík


If your flight is in the afternoon, you might be able to fit in an outdoor activity like hiking or an ATV tour, or just head back to the Blue Lagoon for one final soothing dip. Arrive at the airport at least two hours before your flight, and have a great trip back home or on to your next destination.


With More Time


If you have more time in Iceland, the best way to spend it is to drive the entire Ring Road.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Getting Yourself in Hot Water: Iceland’s Hot Springs


Swimming in Iceland is a national pastime; it’s a time to relax and catch up with friends and family. Every town in Iceland has a swimming pool, and many villages do as well. Every pool is heated, and many swimming facilities have hot tubs, so it’s a year-round activity. While pools are the most popular swimming locales for Icelanders, they love hot springs as well.


An important note: You must shower before entering pools or hot tubs. Icelanders shower, sans bathing suit, in gender-divided locker rooms prior to taking a dip, and you’re expected to do the same.


BLUE LAGOON


A trip to Iceland would not be complete without visiting the Blue Lagoon just outside of Grindavík. Against a backdrop of lava fields, the human-made hot spring soothes and exhilarates at the same time. And that goes for any weather conditions—rain, snow, or sunshine. Soaking within the deep mist is a unique and slightly eerie experience, one you will remember—and talk about—for ages.


MÝVATN NATURE BATHS


Up north, the Mývatn Nature Baths feel secluded in comparison to the Blue Lagoon, with fewer people and more room to wade. The water comes from the National Power Company’s borehole in Bjarnaflag, scorching when it arrives at the basin next to the human-made bathing lagoon but cooling significantly before filtering into it. The bottom of the lagoon contains minerals beneficial to the skin. The bathing experience is divine, relaxing every inch of your body.


SECRET LAGOON


In the south, the Secret Lagoon is a popular stop for travelers driving the Golden Circle. Located in the small village of Fluðir, the Secret Lagoon is small and less touristy than the Blue Lagoon, offering a more intimate experience. Surrounded by a landscape of lush moss and hot springs, the Secret Lagoon is a perfect place to relax after logging some hours on the road.


GEOSEA GEOTHERMAL SEA BATHS


Just outside the North Iceland town of Húsavík, you will find the GeoSea Baths, which overlook the Arctic Circle to the north. Guests can bathe in the warm geothermal seawater, visit a steam room, and enjoy refreshments from a dining area. The GeoSea Baths are a lovely way to spend some time after whale-watching in Húsavík or exploring Jökulsárgljúfur.


LOCAL SWIMMING POOLS


Almost every town has its own local pool, and travelers who visit them will quickly see how integral they are to Icelandic culture. It’s common to see families, friends, and coworkers relaxing in a hot tub and talking about politics, music, or the latest movies. The pools are also a great option when the weather is particularly bad—which can happen in Iceland at any time, in any season. There are indoor and outdoor pools. You’d be surprised how many people go to outdoor pools in bad weather, but the pools are heated.
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Iceland Weekend Getaways


Some of Iceland’s best features are its compactness and its accessibility from Europe and North America: If you don’t have a lot of time, it’s possible to see some of the country’s highlights in four short days. Short stopovers are very common, as Iceland is just five hours from the East Coast of the United States and about three hours from London.


Getaway for Outdoor Adventurers


This long weekend getaway is perfect for active travelers, focusing on activities like hiking Mount Esja just outside Reykjavík and scuba diving the Silfra fissure on the Golden Circle. Wildlife lovers can book tours to see puffins and watch whales, both unforgettable Iceland experiences.


Day 1


After landing at Keflavík International Airport, pick up your rental car and head into Reykjavík. After checking into your hotel, drive to Mount Esja for an easy hike. Just outside Reykjavík, the mountain is a great introduction to hiking in Iceland. The hike is 8 km (5 mi) round-trip and relatively easy, and you will be treated to a beautiful view from the top.


Day 2


From Reykjavík, drive northeast. Stop in Þingvellir National Park for the chance to go snorkeling with Dive Iceland (www.dive.is) in the Silfra ravine and explore the park after. Next, continue to Hveragerði to hike the Reykjadalur trail and bathe in the hot river at the top. The hike is about one hour each way. Spend the night in Selfoss at Hótel Selfoss.
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Reykjadalur hot spring river





Day 3


Get ready to see the Westman Islands today! Board the ferry from Landeyjahöfn harbor with your rental car. Once on the island, you can hike Eldfell, go on a puffin-watching boat ride (in summer) with Viking Tours (www.vikingtours.is), and visit the new beluga whales in the beluga whale sanctuary. Have dinner at Slippurinn before heading back to the ferry. Spend another night in Selfoss.


Day 4


On your way back to the airport for your flight home, stop by the Blue Lagoon for a rejuvenating soak in the milky geothermal water.


Getaway to Relax and Unwind


For those who actually like to relax on their vacation—as opposed to hiking volcano rims or driving ATVs through the mud—this getaway is for you. Enjoy Iceland’s bathing culture at the Blue Lagoon and other local pools, sightsee at natural sites along the Golden Circle, and dine at top restaurants.


Day 1


After landing at Keflavík International Airport, pick up your rental car and drive to the Blue Lagoon Silica Hotel near Grindavík, where you will stay for the night. Spend your first day soaking in the milky blue water and have dinner at the Lagoon’s Lava Restaurant.


Day 2


After a healthy breakfast, treat yourself to an in-water massage at the Blue Lagoon before checking out of your hotel. Spend the rest of the day exploring the Reykjanes Peninsula, including the geothermal region of Krýsuvík and the Bridge Between Continents. Drive to Reykjavík for the evening.


Day 3


Spend today exploring the main sights of the Golden Circle—Gullfoss, Geysir, and Þingvellir—before driving to the Secret Lagoon for a relaxing swim. Stop by Friðheimar to check out the greenhouses and enjoy a nonalcoholic Bloody Mary before driving back to Reykjavík.


Day 4


Enjoy an early morning soak at the local pool Laugardalslaug before picking up some last-minute souvenirs in downtown Reykjavík and returning to Keflavík International Airport for your flight.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Day Hikes


Iceland is undeniably a hiker’s paradise. The mountainous landscape begs to be climbed, lava fields invite you to explore, and the highlands offer the adventurous a place to conquer.


• Mount Esja is the picture-perfect backdrop to Reykjavík and a favorite hiking destination for locals and visitors. The hike is 8 km (5 mi) round-trip and relatively easy, but it does get steeper toward the top. Along the way, you’ll see a placid stream and gorgeous scenery. The vista from the top is breathtaking, with views of Reykjavík across the bay.


• Hike to the summit of Mount Hekla via a moderately challenging 7-km (4.3-mi) trail crossing lava fields, and you’ll be rewarded with gorgeous views, which, on clear days, include Vatnajökull glacier.


• Looking for a challenging day hike? Consider the Fimmvörðuháls Trail, which some tackle over two days but which can also be done in a long day hike of 10-12 hours. Along the way you’ll see gorgeous lava fields, glaciers, and waterfalls.


• In the West, Mount Akrafjall offers moderate hiking on two paths. The shorter climb (about 2.5 hours) gains 555 m (1,821 ft) in elevation and offers a lovely view of the outskirts of Akranes. If you’re up for a longer climb (about 5 hours), the more strenuous path climbs 643 m (2,110 ft), and on clear days you can see Snæfellsjökull glacier.


• For those who make it to the highlands, hiking the rim of Mount Askja is a must. The approximately two-hour trek is moderate, and the trail is well maintained and sees some traffic from hikers. It offers special views of looming mountains, lava fields, and the spectacular Víti crater.


• Hiking in Hveradalir, a geothermal area, is a popular option. For those seeking a taste of the highlands without committing to an all-day or multiple-day hike, a 3-km (1.9-mi) loop trail near Neðri-Hveradalir (Lower Hveradalir) takes you through the glacial landscape, juxtaposed with bubbling hot springs and the muted hues of the desert-like earth.
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Wildlife-Watching in Iceland


TOP EXPERIENCE


Iceland’s animals, found on land, sea, and air, are quite special, starting with everyone’s favorite bird, the puffin. These adorable birds are the unofficial mascot of Iceland, and there are numerous opportunities for tours in the summer months. Whales, dolphins, and seals are the main attractions of the sea; on land, you will see plenty of horses and sheep, but it will take a little more effort to catch a glimpse of the arctic fox (in the Westfjords) and reindeer (in the east).


Puffins


May-August, it’s possible to see puffins in several parts of the country.


• Heimaey: Thousands of visitors flock to this island off the South Coast to walk along the sea cliffs and spend time with its puffin population (June-Aug.).


• Látrabjarg: In West Iceland, trails allow you to access the colossal Látrabjarg cliffs, where puffins gather to nest in intricate crevices (May-Aug.).


• Borgarfjörður Eystri: Get a close-up view of puffins at this fjord in East Iceland, which has an observation platform connected to a small islet that the birds love (mid-Apr.-mid-Aug.).




Local Iceland


Icelandic culture is relaxed yet quirky, with a heavy dose of appreciation for the arts and the outdoors. Below are some ideas on how to live like a local while on vacation.


• Enjoy ice cream any month of the year, in any weather. Seriously, ice cream is very popular here. Some lovely places in Reykjavík are Valdís and Gaeta Gelato.


• Take advantage of the local swimming pools. While the Blue Lagoon is great for first-time visitors, swimming pools are where you will find the locals. There’s a local pool in almost every town.


• When in Reykjavík, go to a concert at local hot spots like Mengi or Harpa concert hall.


• Rent a bike and ride down to the Grótta lighthouse in Reykjavík, one of the locals’ favorite ways to spend a Saturday.


• Chase the sun: If you are visiting in the summer and camping, base your itinerary on the weather and travel where the sun is shining. Icelanders like to keep things flexible.






Whales and Dolphins



Several whale-watching tour companies operate around the island. Some head out year-round, while others only operate in summer. The main whale-watching destinations are in the south (Reykjavík), west (Grundarfjörður), and north (Dalvík and Húsavík).


• Reykjavík: Operating from Reykjavík’s harbor, whale-watching tours offer opportunities to see minke, blue, and fin whales as well as dolphins and porpoises (year-round).


• Grundarfjörður: This western town is your best shot at catching a glimpse of orcas. It’s possible to see orcas year-round, but it is more likely during the winter months.


• Dalvík: You may see humpback whales, minke whales, blue whales, harbor porpoises, and dolphins on tours leaving from the harbor of this small northern fishing town (year-round).


• Húsavík: The unofficial whale-watching capital of the island has several species off its shores, including minke, humpback, pilot, northern bottlenose, sperm, sei, fin, orca, and blue whales (mid-May-late Oct.).


• Heimaey: Iceland’s beluga whale sanctuary is a lovely place to visit if you are heading to the Westman Islands.


Seals


Six species of seals have been spotted off the coast of Iceland. Most commonly sighted are gray seals and harbor seals. The other four species (hooded, harp, bearded, and ringed seals) are hit or miss.
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seal in West Iceland





• Vatnsnes Peninsula: In summer, you have a good chance of spotting gray seals and harbor seals around this peninsula in the north.


• Icelandic Seal Center: Also on the Vatnsnes Peninsula, the Icelandic Seal Center contains some wonderful exhibits, along with information on the best sites for seal-spotting.


Arctic Fox


The arctic fox is the only land animal native to Iceland, and you’ll see the largest populations of them where birdlife is most abundant: in the Westfjords.


• Arctic Fox Center: At the Arctic Fox Center in the Westfjords, travelers can meet some kits on-site.


• Hornstrandir Nature Reserve: Foxes are protected from hunting in this region, and they thrive at this reserve.


Reindeer


Iceland’s reindeer herds live only in East Iceland. The best places to view them during the summer are the areas around Mount Snæfell.
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Highlights


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


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


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


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


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


S Perlan: This unique dome-shaped building has one of the best views of Reykjavík from its outdoor deck (click here).


S Reykjavík Nightlife: Whether you’re up for some live music, want to dance, or are interested a classic pub crawl, Reykjavík will not disappoint (click here).


S Hiking Mount Esja: An easy climb on basalt rock climaxes with gorgeous views out to sea (click here).





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


Reykjavík’s history dates to 874 CE, when Ingólfur Arnarson from Norway established the first settlement in Iceland. The city slowly grew over the centuries, and in 1786, Reykjavík was established as an official trading town.


Today, Reykjavík has a lot of people, cars, and trees, in stark contrast to the rest of the country. Roughly 248,000 of Iceland’s 394,000 residents live in the capital city. Though it’s small, its energy mimics that of bigger cities like Berlin. Reykjavík residents are known to have two lives: They work by day, and by night become musicians, artists, novelists, or poets. While strolling on Reykjavík’s main street, Laugavegur, you’ll see street art among the high-end shops, musicians playing impromptu concerts outside coffeehouses, and small art galleries boasting original “Icelandic Design.” It’s undeniably a creative city.


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


ORIENTATION


Reykjavík is the most compact capital city in all of Europe. Its downtown and the Old Harbor are situated in the northern half of the city, and the main bus station (BSÍ) for intercity and tour buses is in the south. Most of the hotels, museums, shops, and restaurants are also in the northern half. The main street in central Reykjavík is Laugavegur, which starts in the east. As you move west, it eventually becomes Bankastræti, which ends as Austurstræti. The streets tend to have long names, and there isn’t a grid system in place, but the city is small enough that you won’t get too lost. Hlemmur bus station on the east end of Laugavegur is a main depot downtown for Strætó, the city bus company. It can connect you to just about anywhere in central and greater Reykjavík.


Central Reykjavík


Also referred to as downtown Reykjavík, Central Reykjavík is the heart of the city, with a high concentration of fine restaurants, hotels, and attractions like Hallgrímskirkja, Tjörnin, and the main street, Laugavegur.


Old Harbor


North of the center, the Old Harbor used to be a hub for fishers and not much else, but the neighborhood has undergone a transformation over the last 10 years. It’s where you’ll find the Grandi area, which is home to Harpa concert hall and is filled with shops and restaurants. It’s also where whale-watching tours depart from.


Outside City Center


Heading east, in the Laugardalur area you’ll find the Reykjavík Zoo and the Botanical Garden.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Reykjavík is small enough that you can get a good sense of it in 1-2 days. Some travelers treat Reykjavík as their starting point, given its proximity to Keflavík International Airport, before heading out on the Ring Road or booking day trips to the Golden Circle or farther into the countryside, while others travel to Reykjavík specifically for the nightlife and art scene.
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Itinerary Ideas



THE BEST OF REYKJAVÍK


With quaint museums, cool music venues, and top-notch restaurants, small Reykjavík makes a big impression.


Reykjavík on Day 1


Explore downtown Reykjavík and all the shops, galleries, restaurants, and coffeehouses the city has to offer.


1 Walk down the street Skólavörðustígur to the landmark church Hallgrímskirkja to check out the amazing interior, the beautiful organ, and the view from the top.


2 Grab coffee or lunch on Skólavörðustígur at Café Babalu, which makes tasty lattes and light meals like crepes and paninis.


3 Down the street, you can pick up a traditional Icelandic sweater at the Handknitting Association of Iceland.


4 Walk down the main street, Laugavegur, and pop into Farmers & Friends for Icelandic design and Eymundsson for books, T-shirts, and other souvenirs.


5 Walk toward City Hall and stroll around the human-made pond Tjörnin, where you can check out swans, ducks, and other birds.


6 For dinner, consider trendy Fiskfelagid for the freshest catch of the day.


7 Reykjavík nightlife is epic, and Kiki Queer Bar is perfect for checking out local DJs or live bands and dancing the night away.


Reykjavík on Day 2


Reykjavík’s harbor has a lot to see.


1 Have breakfast at Deig, then watch boats enter the harbor.


2 Sign up for a whale-watching or bird-watching excursion with Elding Whale Watching for a chance to spot minke whales, dolphins, fin whales, blue whales, and seabirds, depending on the season.


3 Once back on land, walk to the Saga Museum to learn about Iceland’s history and enjoy a coffee and snack or light meal at the in-house restaurant, Matur og Drykkur.


4 Walk over to Harpa concert hall to take in a concert or just to check out the amazing interior and architecturally striking exterior.


5 Next, have dinner at wildly popular sushi restaurant Sushi Social.


6 Stop by Mengi to hear some local live music.


Reykjavík Like a Local


While Reykjavík is relatively small, you will need to take a couple of buses or quick cab rides today.


1 Stop by Mokka on Skólavörðustígur for breakfast—the waffles with homemade jam and fresh cream are delightful.


2 Then visit Reykjavík’s best record shops: Head to 12 Tónar, and Lucky Records near Hlemmur Mathöll.


3 Check out Hlemmur Mathöll, a new food hall, for lunch and a drink: Try Fuego for tacos and Skál! for a cocktail.


4 Head to Perlan for the exhibitions, then walk one of the trails by the museum, a wonderfully forested area that is a favorite among locals. Take buses 1, 3, or 6 to Perlan, or take a quick cab ride.


5 Finish the day with dinner at Grillmarkaðurinn.


6 Start your night with drinks at 22 Bar.


Sights


CENTRAL REYKJAVÍK


Reykjavík Art Museum


(Listasafn Reykjavíkur)


tel. 354/411-6410; www.listasafnreykjavikur.is


The Reykjavík Art Museum is actually three museums, Hafnarhús, Kjarvalsstaðir, and Ásmundarsafn, in three different locations. If you purchase a ticket to any one of the three, you also gain access to the other two—although entry is only available on the same day your ticket was purchased. Each museum is fairly small, and you can hit all three in one day; an hour at each is sufficient. Both Kjarvalsstaðir (click here) and Ásmundarsafn (click here) are a cab ride outside the city center.
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Hafnarhús


Tryggvagata 17; tel. 354/590-1200; www.listasafnreykjavikur.is; 10am-5pm daily; adults 2,350ISK, students 1,450ISK, children and seniors free


Hafnarhús, which focuses on contemporary art and has three floors of exhibitions, is the crown jewel of the three museums, in part because of its permanent collection of paintings and prints by Erró, one of the most celebrated modern Icelandic artists, who currently splits his time between France and Spain. His pieces displayed here range from light pop art with bright colors and interesting characters to samples of line sketches from his earlier work. While the art can be playful, Erró also tackles political and social issues. Hafnarhús also houses works by other Icelandic artists, as well as rotating exhibitions of foreign painters, designers, and visual artists.


Reykjavík Museum of Photography


(Ljósmyndasafn Reykjavíkur)


Tryggvagata 15; tel. 354/563-1790; www.reykjavikcitymuseum.is [URL inactive]; 10am-6pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-6pm Fri., 1pm-5pm Sat.-Sun.; 1,310ISK


The Reykjavík Museum of Photography has an extensive collection of photographs, as well as items and documents related to the practice of photography, from professional and amateur photographers in Iceland. The collection is divided into three categories: landscape, press, and portrait photography. The museum is small, but there are a lot of treasures to be found, including the oldest photo in the museum’s collection, a landscape photo dating from 1870. Iceland’s most famous landscape photographer, Ragnar Axelsson, regularly has photos on exhibit.


The House of Collections


Hverfisgata 15; tel. 354/545-9600; www.listasafn.is/en; 10am-5pm daily; adults 2,200ISK, students 1,100ISK, children free




Strolling Reykjavík


WALKING TOURS


Reykjavík is a compact capital city, perfect for walking tours. A number of niche tours have popped up in recent years.


• Foodies will rejoice over the Reykjavík Food Walk (www.thereykjavikfoodwalk.com [URL inactive]; 16,500ISK), where you get to see landmarks of the city while sampling food at 5-6 Icelandic restaurants. During the tour you will get to taste local lamb, fish, cheeses, homemade ice cream, and Iceland’s famous hot dogs.


• Explore the city’s highlights during the two-hour City Walk (www.citywalk.is; free) tour that meets outside Alþingi (Parliament). The focus of the tour is on the history and culture of the city and visits major landmarks in downtown Reykjavík. Donations are accepted at the end of the tour.


• The Icelandic Mythical Walk (www.re.is; 5,490ISK) gives you a chance to learn about the Icelandic sagas and the stories of elves and trolls that have been passed down over the centuries. You will visit two graveyards, see an elf stone, and learn about the 13 Santas of Iceland, the Yule Lads.


SELF-GUIDED WALK


While spending at least one day and taking a tour in Reykjavík is recommended, you can see quite a bit on your own in just an hour, which is approximately how long this walk takes without stops. It’s ideal to complete this 5-km (3.1-mi) walking tour in the early afternoon, but monitor the weather and decide when it’s best for you to go.


• Start your leisurely self-guided walking tour at Hallgrímskirkja, where you can explore the interior and head to the top of the tower for a fantastic view over the city.


• Then walk down Skólavörðustígur, the street directly across from the church entrance, to check out some quirky shops and cafés. Café Babalu is a nice stop on Skólavörðustígur for a cup of coffee and slice of delightful carrot cake.


• Continue walking down Skólavörðustígur until you hit Laugavegur, the city’s main drag and center of life in downtown Reykjavík, and turn left. Proceed until you meet Lækjargata street, where you’ll turn left and head to Tjörnin, a pretty pond where you can watch ducks and swans.


• Walk clockwise around the perimeter on a pondside path and loop past Reykjavík City Hall at the pond’s northwest corner.


• Follow Tjarnargata street from here for one block, turning right on Kirkjustræti to see Iceland’s Parliament House, Alþingishúsið, near Austurvöllur square.


• Then it’s time to head toward the harbor; backtrack slightly the way you came, heading west down Kirkjustræti, and turn right onto Aðalstræti, continuing on it as it becomes Vesturgata. Turn right on Mjóstræti and left onto Tryggvagata, crossing the road here and heading east on Geirsgata. In about 400 m (0.2 mi) you’ll link up with the Sculpture & Shore Walk, a waterfront path that leads to Harpa concert hall, a striking architectural gem.


• After some time exploring the building or taking pictures, head 600 m (0.4 mi) farther southeast along the waterfront walkway to see Sólfar, a popular sculpture and another excellent photo opportunity.


• Next, cross Sæbraut at the pedestrian crossing east of the sculpture and turn left onto Skúlagata, continuing about 150 m (0.1 mi) until you see Kex Hostel on the right. Stop for a coffee, beer, snack, or chance to chat with locals and other visitors at this hip and wildly popular spot’s bar and lounge area.


• Afterward, exit the hostel to the left and head south on Vitastígur for a couple of blocks, turning right back onto Laugavegur to check out more shops, like Epal design shop and Eymundsson bookshop. You’re back in the center of town and will soon connect with the portion of Laugavegur covered earlier in the walk.





The House of Collections, formerly known as Culture House, is a stately white neoclassical building that opened as a museum in 1909. It is home to significant medieval manuscripts, including unique sagas, narratives, and poems from early settlers. Take a guided tour of exhibitions (1 hour; 3pm Mon. and Fri.) or tour on your own. Rotating exhibitions throughout the year can include paintings, photography, or literary works. The exhibits do an excellent job of placing the manuscripts, literature, and artwork in context, giving visitors a great overview. Be sure to check the website to see what’s on view. The House of Collections also plays host to conferences, gatherings, and readings throughout the year, including Reykjavík’s annual design festival, DesignMarch, in spring.


Alþingishúsið


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


Reykjavík City Hall


(Ráðhús Reykjavíkur)


Tjarnagata 11; tel. 354/411-1111; www.visitreykjavik.is; 8:30am-4:30pm daily


Reykjavík City Hall is more than just a building that houses the mayor and other officials. Built in 1992, the large white structure has a wall of windows overlooking Tjörnin. On the ground floor, visitors will find a large hall that is often used for art exhibitions and markets; a huge model of Iceland is a favorite among visitors and worth a visit.



S Tjörnin



next to Reykjavík City Hall


Tjörnin (the Pond) is a small body of water rich with birdlife and situated next to Reykjavík City Hall. The scenic strip of colorful houses surrounding the Pond begs to be photographed. When the weather is nice, a walk around the Pond, which is about 1.5 km (0.9 mi), is delightful. Sculptures and benches dot the perimeter. Birdlife is plentiful, with arctic terns, ducks, gulls, and swans. Feeding the birds is not allowed. In winter, the water freezes and it becomes a popular spot for ice-skating.



S National Gallery of Iceland



(Listasafn Íslands)


Fríkirkjuvergur 7; tel. 354/515-9600; www.listasafn.is; 10am-5pm daily; 2,200ISK


GOOGLE MAP


If you have time for only one art museum, make it the National Gallery of Iceland. The National Gallery has a large and varied collection, and houses the country’s main Icelandic art. It places particular emphasis on 19th- and 20th-century Icelandic and international art. Here you will see everything from traditional landscape paintings to art depicting the Icelandic sagas to works by modern Icelandic artists. Works from international artists on display include some from Pablo Picasso and Richard Serra. The stately white building is a stone’s throw from Tjörnin (the Pond), so if the weather is fair, taking a leisurely stroll after visiting the museum is quite nice.



S Hallgrímskirkja



Hallgrímstorg 1; tel. 354/510-1000; www.hallgrimskirkja.is; 10am-5pm daily; free


Hallgrímskirkja is one of the most photographed, and most visited, sites in Reykjavík. The “Church of Hallgrímur” is a national monument dedicated to Hallgrímur Pétursson (1614-1674), a poet cherished and celebrated by Icelanders. Hallgrímur is best known for 50 hymns that he wrote, Hymns of the Passion, about the passion of Christ. These hymns are familiar to all Icelanders and are read annually on Icelandic radio before Easter.


The church is a modern structure, made out of concrete, with basalt-style columns at the bottom coming to a point at the top. Standing 73 m (240 ft) high, the Lutheran church was designed by state architect Guðjón Samúelsson. Work started on the building in 1945 and was completed in 1986. Still an active church that holds services, Hallgrímskirkja is a must-see. The interior is home to a gorgeous organ constructed by Johannes Klais Organworks in Germany as well as beautiful stained glass windows. Concerts ranging from choirs to organ performances are frequently held; be sure to check the website for upcoming concerts. An annual Christmas concert features traditional songs sung in English.


The highlight of a trip to Hallgrímskirkja for many is a visit to the top of the tower (1,400ISK), which has spectacular views of the city. An elevator takes you up.


Einar Jónsson Museum


Hallgrímstorg 3; tel. 354/561-3797; www.lej.is; noon-5pm Tues.-Sun.; adults 1,500ISK, under age 18 free


This museum houses the works of one of Iceland’s most celebrated sculptors, Einar Jónsson (1874-1954). Situated across the street from Hallgrímskirkja, the museum features work ranging from Christian-themed sculptures to those depicting Iceland’s rich folklore. Einar worked almost entirely with plaster, which was rare for the period. The outdoor sculpture garden is beautiful, whether the sun is shining or if it is under a layer of snow. The garden makes the museum a very special place to visit. Plan to spend about an hour checking out the art inside, and if the weather is nice, spend additional time outside in the garden.


Icelandic Phallological Museum


(Hið Íslenzka Reðasafn)


Hrafnartorg; tel. 354/561-6663; www.phallus.is; 10am-7pm daily; 3,300ISK


The Icelandic Phallological Museum is just as weird as it sounds. Guests can view the penises of 200 animals, including the arctic fox, walrus, seal, and polar bear. After the museum was moved to its current location in Reykjavík, from Húsavík in North Iceland, in 2011, the curator unveiled his latest acquisition—a human member. The museum has members on display in glass cases, and preserved bones of certain mammals are hanging on the wall. The highlight is also a unique photo op: the huge whale specimen on display. Some people find the museum humorous, while others are a bit freaked out. Looking for unique postcards, T-shirts, and souvenirs? Look no farther.


National Museum of Iceland


(Þjóðminjasafn Íslands)


Suðurgata 41; tel. 354/530-2200; www.thjodminjasafn.is/english; 10am-5pm daily; 2,500ISK, under age 18 free


Reykjavík’s main heritage and history museum houses everything from tools and clothing of the settlement era to models of Viking-era ships. This is the best museum in the city to get insight on the history of the Icelandic nation and its people. The artifacts and exhibitions are well presented with clear information in English. Budget about two hours to take in all the exhibits.


Nordic House


(Norræna Húsið)


Sturlugata 5; tel. 354/551-7030; www.nordichouse.is; 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun.; free


Nordic House is home to a library, a café, and numerous cultural events during the year. Literary and film festivals are held at the building as well as fashion and music events. Most visitors come for the structure itself. The building, which was opened in 1968, was designed by noted Finnish architect Alvar Aalto, and several of his signature traits are reflected in the design, including the use of tile, white, and wood throughout the building. The one-story building’s exterior features a blue ceramic roof.


OLD HARBOR (GRANDI)


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


Saga Museum


Grandagardi 2; tel. 354/511-1517; www.sagamuseum.is; 10am-5pm daily; 3,600ISK


The Saga Museum has 17 exhibits covering everything from Iceland’s first inhabitants to the nation’s conversion to Christianity to the Reformation. Special emphasis is placed on important characters in Iceland’s history, such as Ingólfur Arnarson, who is believed to have been Iceland’s first settler. There are interactive displays and artifacts on view and even a Viking dress-up area that is great for kids. An audio guide in English, German, French, or Swedish is available to accompany your walk around the museum. The in-house restaurant, Matur og Drykkur, serves traditional Icelandic food with a modern twist. Budget two hours for this museum.


Aurora Reykjavík


Fiskislóð 53; tel. 354/780-4500; www.aurorareykjavik.is; 9am-9pm daily; 3,900ISK


Aurora Reykjavík gives you a chance to check out northern lights in any season. If you can’t make it to Iceland in the wintertime, this is the next best thing. The multimedia exhibition gives a history of the aurora borealis, relates stories of northern lights from around the world, and provides an introduction to northern lights photography. The highlight of the center is a 13-minute film that shows some majestic northern lights displays over the island.


Flyover Iceland


Fiskislóð 43; tel. 354/527-6700; www.flyovericeland.com; 8:30am-9pm daily; adults 5,690ISK, under age 13 3,690ISK


Flyover Iceland is a thrilling attraction that utilizes state-of-the-art technology with full-motion seating for a true sense of flight. Guests hang suspended before a 20-m (66-ft) wraparound screen while the film takes you on an exciting journey across gorgeous Iceland. This is a family-friendly attraction and a fantastic thing to do on a rainy day in Reykjavík.


Reykjavík Maritime Museum


Grandargarður 8; tel. 354/517-9400; www.reykjavikcitymuseum.is [URL inactive]; 10am-5pm daily; 2,350ISK


Reykjavík Maritime Museum is Reykjavík’s main museum devoted to the city’s fishing history. The exhibitions show the progression from rowboats to modern trawlers and describe the vessels used, trading routes, and the construction of Reykjavík’s harbor. There are daily tours of the coastal vessel Odinn (1 hour; 11am, 1pm, 2pm, and 3pm daily). The exhibitions cover the city’s fishing history from the settlement to the present day. The museum café has great views of the harbor and offers an outdoor eating area when the weather cooperates.


Whales of Iceland


Fiskislóð 23-25; tel. 354/571-0077; www.whalesoficeland.is; 10am-5pm daily; adults 4,300ISK, ages 7-15 2,150ISK, under age 7 free


Whales of Iceland is a large museum near the harbor dedicated to Iceland’s gentle giants. The museum is home to 23 life-size models of different whale species found off the coasts of Iceland. There are also interactive displays where you can learn about the whales, as well as a film. There’s a small café inside for snacks.



S Harpa



Austurbakki 2; tel. 354/528-5000; www.harpa.is; 10am-6pm daily


A striking glass structure, Harpa hosts rock concerts, operas, the Icelandic Symphony, and international conferences. Designed by Icelandic-Danish artist Ólafur Elíasson, the hall’s exterior features individual glass panels that light up during the darkness of winter, sometimes blinking in a pattern or simply changing colors, and the building’s waterside location lends itself to lovely reflections. Since opening in 2011, Harpa has been lauded by design organizations and magazines around the world. It’s also just a fun place to explore and take pictures of, even if you’re not going to attend a concert or conference. Hnoss Restaurant (10am-6pm Mon.-Wed., 10am-midnight Thurs.-Sat., 11:15am-3pm Sun.), a café on the bottom floor, serves coffee, soft drinks, light meals, and cakes, and La Primavera (5:30pm-midnight Thurs.-Sat.), a formal restaurant on the 4th floor, has stunning views of the harbor.


Reykjavík Lighthouse


Sæbraut


A small bright yellow lighthouse was built near Sólfar in 2019. The lighthouse has become an attraction since opening, but it has an official function to guide sailors coming into the harbor. It sits on a platform that overlooks the water, and it’s a lovely spot to take photos.


Höfði House


Borgartún 105


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



S Sun Voyager Sculpture



(Sólfar)


Sæbraut


GOOGLE MAP


Situated near a coastal path popular with cyclists and runners, Sólfar, by Sæbraut street, is a huge stainless-steel sculpture described as a dreamboat. Before Harpa was built, Sólfar was the top spot to take photos near the harbor. It remains a big draw for visitors and is definitely worth a visit. Icelandic sculptor Jón Gunnar Árnason (1931-1989) wanted to convey a sense of undiscovered territory, hope, progress, and freedom and built the piece as an ode to the sun, hence the name. The sculpture was unveiled in 1990, just months after the artist’s death. The view of Mount Esja, the sea, and passing boats is a perfect backdrop for photos. On clear days, you can see the town of Akranes across the bay.


OUTSIDE THE CITY CENTER


Reykjavík Zoo


(Fjölskyldu-og Húsdýragarðurinn)


Laugardalur; tel. 354/575-7800; www.mu.is; 10am-6pm daily; over age 12 1,650ISK, ages 6-12 1,130ISK, under age 6 free


The Reykjavík Zoo is more a park than a zoo. You won’t see monkeys or polar bears, but instead horses, pigs, goats, sheep, and other farm animals. The main attraction is a pair of seals. It’s a pleasant place to walk around and bring children, but it isn’t much of a tourist destination; if you’re not on a long trip with small children, you can skip the zoo and not feel you’ve missed anything. Inside is a tiny aquarium that houses mainly fish. In the summer months you’ll see Icelandic families taking a stroll, looking at the animals, and visiting an amusement park area with rides for children. There isn’t an official petting zoo, but it’s common to see parents holding their children up to pet horses in a penned area.


Reykjavík Botanical Garden


(Grasagardur Reykjavíkur)


Laugardalur; tel. 354/411-8650; www.grasagardur.is; 10am-10pm daily May-Sept., 10am-3pm daily Oct.-Apr.; free


The Reykjavík Botanical Garden is a beautiful spot tucked away in a quiet part of the city. East of downtown Reykjavík, the neighborhood is more residential. During the summer months, the garden is chock-full of bright flowers, hardy plants, peaceful ponds, and thriving birdlife. Within the garden, Café Flora is little-known among visitors. You will find locals sipping coffee drinks and enjoying light meals while taking in the view from grand windows. If you’re not visiting in summer, you can skip the garden.



S Perlan



Öskjuhlíð; tel. 354/562-0200; www.perlan.is; 9am-10pm daily


Perlan, “the Pearl,” is the distinctive dome-shaped structure in Reykjavík’s skyline. It offers one of the best views of the city from its outdoor viewing platform (9am-10pm daily), where you can walk the perimeter and get a perfect panorama. The interior underwent a significant renovation several years ago, and the public building now hosts exhibits (5,390ISK), kicked off by an installation on glaciers and ice caves. There is also a planetarium and northern lights exhibition in the building, as well as a café that serves coffee and light meals, along with a souvenir shop.


Kjarvalsstaðir


Flókagata 24; tel. 354/517-1290; www.listasafnreykjavikur.is


Kjarvalsstaðir explores the works of Icelandic painter Jóhannes Kjarval (1885-1972), best known for his dark and moody paintings of Iceland’s landscapes. Kjarval was a master of capturing the country’s raw nature in the winter light. The majority of Kjarval’s collection was left to the city of Reykjavík after his death. The other wing of the museum features various Icelandic artists, ranging from well-known modern artists to some of the country’s best and brightest art students. The museum is one level with a coffeehouse in the middle of the two wings, and the high ceilings and wall of windows here add to the visual interest of the space. A large field behind the museum sometimes serves as a spot for sculpture exhibitions.


Ásmundarsafn


Sigtún 105; tel. 354/553-2155; www.listasafnreykjavikur.is


Ásmundarsafn is an impressive sculpture museum exclusively featuring the works of Ásmundur Sveinsson (1893-1982), who worked with materials including wood, copper, and iron. Ásmundur’s work is housed in a gorgeous stark-white domed building. An exhibit features a replica of his workshop and contains renderings of projects as well as his masterpiece, a chair carved out of wood; the level of detail in the craftsmanship of the chair is spectacular. An outdoor sculpture garden features intriguing works of human forms among trees, shrubs, and flowers.


Sports and Recreation


WHALE-WATCHING, BIRD-WATCHING, AND FISHING


Elding Whale Watching


Ægisgarður 5; tel. 354/519-5000; www.elding.is; year-round; tours adults 13,990ISK, ages 7-15 6,995ISK, under age 7 free


Whale-watching is in some ways the best part of natural Reykjavík, in that you get to see a slice of nature just minutes from shore. Elding Whale Watching, which has 12 boats in Reykjavík, offers tours year-round and boasts a 95 percent chance of seeing whales in the summer, and an 80 percent chance in the winter. Guides are enthusiastic, and the business is one of the oldest at the harbor. Visitors relish the sightings of minke and humpback whales, dolphins, porpoises, and various seabirds, including puffins and arctic terns. Make sure you dress warmly, even in summer, as it can get quite cold on the open waters. Tours are about three hours, and the company has environmentally responsible whale-watching policies.


For sea angling tours, Elding Whale Watching offers a tour with a “gourmet” twist, where you can cook and eat your catch on board the boat (3 hours; daily May 1-Sept. 20; 21,900ISK). The tour departs from Reykjavík harbor.


Special Tours


Ægisgarður 13; tel. 354/560-8800; www.specialtours.is; year-round; 13,990ISK pp


Special Tours has a fleet of five boats of different speeds and sizes and runs year-round tours from Reykjavík harbor, with 5 daily departures May-August and 1-2 daily departures September-April. Tours are about three hours, and the company also has environmentally responsible whale-watching policies.


For bird-watchers, the Puffin Express tour leaves from Reykjavík harbor May-mid-August. The owners have been running bird-watching tours since 1996; they provide binoculars on board, and the company says they have a 100 percent sighting success rate. The guides have a soft spot for the funny black-and-white birds with the brilliant beaks and take great pride in telling you all about them.


POOLS AND HOT SPRINGS


Swimming is a central part of Icelandic culture, and if you don’t visit a pool or two during your stay in Iceland, you’re missing out. Icelanders treat the pools as places for social gatherings. You’ll see friends and families in the pools and relaxing in hot tubs, chatting, laughing, and catching up. Each pool has its own character and local flavor, and some pools are more child-friendly than others, with slides and bigger areas designated for children. And, for a few dollars, it’s a great way to spend a few leisurely hours. The pools listed here are recommended. Pools are open year-round.



Laugardalslaug



Sundlaugavegur 30; tel. 354/411-5100; 6:30am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-10pm Sat.-Sun.; 1,330ISK


Laugardalslaug is the biggest pool facility in Reykjavík, and the one that gets the most tourists. The heated 50-m (164-ft) outdoor pool is a big draw, along with the hot tubs, steam bath, and sauna. It’s very crowded in the summer months (June-Aug.) and can be loud because the giant water slide in the children’s pool is a favorite among local kids.


Sundhöllin


Barónstígur; tel. 354/551-4059; 6:30am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-10pm Sat.-Sun.; 1,330ISK


The only indoor pool in Reykjavík is popular among locals and visitors alike. The outdoor sun deck overlooking Hallgrímskirkja is a great spot to spend a couple of hours when the sun is shining. Sundhöllin also has a steam room and two hot tubs. Given its proximity to the city center, the pool gets a lot of traffic.
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