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Introduction

Iceland, the island nation perched at the edge of the Arctic Circle, has long captured
the world’s imagination with its dramatic natural landscapes—towering volcanoes,
vast glaciers, thundering waterfalls, and bubbling geothermal hot springs. Yet, while
the country’s untamed wilderness is rightly celebrated, the vibrant cities and towns of
Iceland deserve equal attention. They are the cultural, historical, and social heartbeats
of the island, offering not just shelter from the elements but also an intricate tapestry
of stories, traditions, and modern innovations.

Despite a national population just shy of 400,000, Iceland’s urban fabric is surprisingly
rich and diverse. Reykjavik, the bustling capital, anchors the nation’'s southwest and
serves as a cosmopolitan gateway for visitors. Other cities and towns, from the artistic
Akureyri in the north to the rugged isafjérdur in the Westfjords, each have their own
distinct identities—shaped by geography, history, and the ever-changing climate.
These urban centers are not merely places of residence; they are living chronicles,
reflecting the island’s journey from ancient settlement and remote trading outpost to a
forward-looking society renowned for its creativity and environmental awareness.

This book, "Cities of Iceland," explores the major urban centers and many of the
remarkable smaller towns that dot the country’s coastline and fjords. Each chapter
provides a window into a city’s founding, its historical milestones, and the culture and
attractions that define it today. Through these stories, we discover the patterns of
settlement shaped by harsh terrain, the legacy of fishing and commerce, and the more
recent waves of tourism and modernization. Readers will encounter the iconic
architecture of Reykjavik, the geothermal wonders scattered through the suburbs, the
echoes of Viking sagas in western ports, and the warmth and ingenuity of Icelandic
communities—wherever they may be found.

From centuries-old churches to cutting-edge design centers, from bustling harbors to
cozy cafés, Icelandic cities invite exploration. Here, you can stroll vibrant streets, soak
in geothermal pools, marvel at unigue museums, and witness unforgettable
festivals—deepening your understanding of the interplay between people and place.
The cities act as both guardians and ambassadors of Icelandic culture, ever-adapting
yet mindful of the island’s storied past.

For visitors, Iceland’s cities and towns offer both convenience and discovery. Excellent
public transport, walkable centers, and a welcoming atmosphere make them
accessible to travelers, while their proximity to natural wonders means you are never
far from adventure. Whether your interests lie in art, cuisine, history, or pure scenic
beauty, these urban destinations are ideal bases from which to explore the broader
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contours of Iceland.

“Cities of Iceland" serves both as a guide and as an homage to the great—and
sometimes overlooked—urban narratives of this extraordinary country. As you read,
may you find inspiration for your travels and a new appreciation for the dynamic
communities that illuminate the land of fire and ice.
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CHAPTER ONE: Reykjavik: The Northernmost Capital

Reykjavik, the capital and largest city of Iceland, sits proudly as the world's
northernmost capital of a sovereign state. This vibrant city, whose name translates to
"Smoky Bay," received its evocative moniker from the geothermal steam that billowed
from its natural hot springs, a sight that undoubtedly impressed its earliest settlers.

The story of Reykjavik begins in 874 AD, when Norseman Ingoélfur Arnarson and his
people are believed to have established the first permanent settlement in Iceland.
According to legend, Arnarson used a traditional Norse method to choose his new
home: he cast his high seat pillars overboard and vowed to settle wherever the gods
guided them ashore. His slaves then embarked on a three-year search before
discovering the pillars in the very bay that would become Reykjavik. For many
centuries, however, the area remained largely a collection of farms, far from the urban
center it is today.

It wasn't until the 18th century that Reykjavik began to truly take shape as a village. A
significant turning point arrived in the 1750s when Skuli Magnusson, often called the
"Father of Reykjavik," established wool workshops. These workshops, an effort to
modernize the Icelandic economy under Danish rule, spurred growth and transformed
Reykjavik into a burgeoning center for wool production and trade. In 1786, the Danish
Crown officially granted Reykjavik municipal powers and an exclusive trading charter,
solidifying its status as an administrative and commercial hub. This year is widely
regarded as the city's official founding.

Reykjavik's journey continued in the 19th and 20th centuries, as it transitioned from a
small fishing village and trading post into the cultural, economic, and governmental
heart of Iceland. The relocation of the Alpingi, Iceland's national parliament, to
Reykjavik in 1845 was a pivotal moment in this evolution. Further development was
fueled by the British and American occupation of Iceland during World War I, which
brought funding and infrastructure improvements. In 1918, Iceland became a
sovereign country under the Danish crown, with Reykjavik as its capital, and in 1944,
Iceland declared full independence, cementing Reykjavik's position.

Today, Reykjavik is a cosmopolitan city that, despite its modest size, punches well
above its weight. As of 2025, the city itself boasts a population of around 139,000,
with the broader Capital Region encompassing approximately 249,000 people, or
about 64% of Iceland's total population. This thriving metropolis is consistently ranked
among the cleanest, safest, and most environmentally friendly cities globally. Its
commitment to sustainability is evident in its reliance on 100% hydroelectric and
geothermal energy, with nine out of ten Icelandic homes heated by geothermal water.
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These factors, coupled with a strong sense of community and a low crime rate,
contribute to Reykjavik's reputation as one of the happiest cities in the world.

Navigating Reykjavik is a breeze. The city center is compact and eminently walkable,
perfect for exploring on foot or by bike. Public transportation, operated by Straeto,
offers a clean and reliable bus system covering the greater Reykjavik area. Buses
operate frequently, with routes connecting major neighborhoods and attractions.
Travelers can pay for fares using the Klapp app, a Klapp card, or contactless
credit/debit cards, though cash payments are not accepted on board. For visitors
planning to explore numerous sights, the Reykjavik City Card provides unlimited bus
travel and free admission to many museums and thermal pools.

Reykjavik's cultural and design scene is remarkably vibrant, offering a diverse array of
experiences. The city is a treasure trove of museums, art galleries, and exhibition
spaces, reflecting a deep appreciation for both historical heritage and contemporary
creativity. Its status as a UNESCO City of Literature underscores a rich literary tradition
that traces back to the ancient Icelandic sagas, influencing modern storytelling and
fostering a lively bookshop culture.

Among Reykjavik's most iconic architectural marvels is the Hallgrimskirkja Church.
This striking Lutheran church, designed by Gudjéon Samuelsson, draws inspiration from
Iceland's dramatic basalt columns, glaciers, and mountains. Standing at 74.5 meters,
it is one of the country's tallest buildings and offers panoramic city views from its
observation deck.

Another architectural gem is the Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre. Situated
by the old harbor, its distinctive facade, a kaleidoscope of geometric glass panels,
mirrors the country's basalt landscapes and even reflects the aurora borealis.
Designed by Danish firm Henning Larsen Architects in collaboration with Icelandic-
Danish artist Olafur Eliasson, Harpa opened in 2011 and has since become a major
cultural landmark.

Beyond these architectural highlights, Reykjavik offers a wealth of attractions. The
Perlan Interactive Nature Museum provides an immersive journey through Iceland's
natural wonders, featuring an artificial ice cave and a planetarium show, all topped
with an observation deck offering stunning city views. The Sun Voyager, a prominent
steel sculpture resembling a Viking longship, gracefully adorns the waterfront,
symbolizing hope, progress, and freedom.

For those keen on delving into history, the Settlement Exhibition, built around the
unearthed remains of a Viking longhouse from AD 871, offers a fascinating glimpse
into the lives of Iceland's first settlers. The National Museum of Iceland further
chronicles the nation's history from the Settlement Era to the present day through a
rich collection of artifacts. The Reykjavik Art Museum, with its three distinct venues,
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showcases everything from contemporary installations to landscapes by celebrated
Icelandic artists. The Arbser Open Air Museum allows visitors to stroll through the past,
experiencing Icelandic life in a collection of historic buildings.

Reykjavik's culinary scene is as diverse as its cultural offerings, with Laugavegur, the
main shopping street, buzzing with restaurants, cafes, bars, and clubs. The Grandi
District, a former industrial area, has transformed into a hub of artistic and culinary
delights. The city is also famous for its geothermal swimming pools, a beloved local
tradition, where residents gather to soak, socialize, and discuss everything from
politics to the weather. Ellidaa River, flowing within the city limits, even offers
opportunities for salmon fishing.

Reykjavik serves as an ideal base for exploring Iceland's natural wonders. Numerous
tours and excursions depart from the city, taking visitors to iconic sites like the Blue
Lagoon, a geothermal spa, and the renowned Golden Circle route, which includes
Pingvellir National Park, Gullfoss waterfall, and the Geysir geothermal area. Whether
it's embarking on whale watching tours from the harbor or simply enjoying a stroll
along the coastline, Reykjavik truly blends urban sophistication with easy access to
unparalleled natural beauty.
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