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MY  C ITY* :  REYKJAVÍK
JENNA GOTTLIEB TAKES US ON A TOUR OF ICELAND’S CAPITAL, 
FULL OF QUIRKY RECORD SHOPS, BOOKSTORES AND MUSEUMS



1  Harpa concert hall, 
with the snow-capped 
mountains beyond
 2  Summer blooms 
attract the crowds near 
parliament house
3  The kitsch, 

downtown Café Babalu 
4  Inside the buzzing 

musical hub of Harpa 
concert hall 
5  Lucky Records sells  

a huge range of music 
on vinyl and CD*There’s no better way to get to the heart of a city than 

through the people that live there. Every month we 
ask someone, clearly in love with their city, to take us 
on a personal tour and tell us what makes it so special. 
You may feel inspired to visit one day or to rediscover 
the charms of a city closer to you, but for now just sit 
back, relax and enjoy some armchair travel.

How long have you lived in Reykjavík? 
I’ve lived here for three years. I’m originally from New 
York City and I moved to Iceland because I fell in love 
with, and married, a Viking. Living in New York wasn’t 
an option for my husband as he’s used to quiet, small-
town life and New York is a bit overwhelming for some. 
Fortunately, I love Iceland and it’s been fantastic making 
a life here. 

Tell us what makes it unique. 
Even though it’s such a small city, with around 200,000 
people living in the greater Reykjavík area, its creativity 
rivals that of much larger cities. There’s a deep-seated 
love of literature, art and music that’s reflected in the 
number of bookshops, record stores and museums.  
The small population means that you constantly run into 
people you know. Also, it’s a safe, clean city with great 
culture and the countryside is just a short drive away, 

where you can hike, bathe in hot springs and find new 
towns to explore. 

What is it like in July?  
Everything is alive. We endure long winters in Iceland 
and summer is the pay-off. It’s the greenest time of year, 
when we have the best weather – the flowers bloom, grass 
crops up and trees gently sway in the light breeze. Locals 
try to be outdoors as much as possible when the weather 
is pleasant and that can mean everything from riding 
bikes along the coast to enjoying an alfresco beer. 

What time of day do you most enjoy? 
The days are long in the summer and it’s really special to 
have so much daylight. My favourite time is being outside, 
taking a walk underneath the midnight sun. For some, 
24-hour daylight is strange, much like our dark winters, 
but it’s actually really beautiful – as long as you have 

JENNA GOTTLIEB 
Jenna is a full-time freelance  

journalist from New York City, happily 
residing in Iceland with her husband, 

Bjorn Ludviksson, who took these 
photos. She writes about culture, travel 

and business. Her website is  
www.jennagottlieb.com
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heavy bedroom curtains to block out the sun so that you 
can get some sleep.

Tell us about the natural attractions. 
Reykjavík is surrounded by gorgeous ocean coasts and 
towering mountains, the closest being Mount Esja, which 
stands at 914m. Long winters mean that the mountains 
are snow-capped for most of the year. However, once 
summer arrives, the city and countryside awakens, with 
bright green grass dotted with flowers and plants. Nature 
waits just outside the city centre, where you find horses 
and sheep grazing and well-maintained hiking trails. 

Where’s your favourite outdoor space? 
It has to be the pond, Tjörnin, next to city hall. Here you 
find people riding bikes, enjoying a coffee on a benches 
and feeding the ducks and swans. 

Where do you go in summer? 
One of my favourite spots is the top of Hallgrímskirkja, 
the church in the heart of downtown Reykjavík. It 
overlooks all the colourful houses below. On sunny days, 
the natural light is warm and welcoming, even when 
temperatures dip into single digits. 

Tell us about the people who live in Reykjavík. 
Icelanders can come across as shy, but they warm up once 
they get to know you. Many Icelanders have a deep love 
of nature and like to be outdoors. With tourism booming, 
locals are curious to know why travellers have chosen 
their city to visit, and visitors will find that Icelanders are 
proud of their country and their heritage. 

Where are your favourite places to gather with 
friends and family? 
The coffeehouse scene is great here. One of my favourites 
is Café Babalú, which has a bright orange exterior and 
two levels indoors. There’s an outdoor deck that locals 
and tourists enjoy on sunny summer days. Mokka-Kaffi, 
which is the oldest coffeehouse in Reykjavík, is another 
great spot; they serve delicious coffee and dynamite 
waffles with fresh cream and jam. I also love to meet up 
with friends to browse the record shops in town. Two  
of the best are 12 Tónar and Lucky Records, where you 
can listen to records and CDs before you buy. 

What’s the food like? 
It’s no surprise that seafood is a staple in Iceland.  
There are so many great places to try local cod, haddock, 
lobster and salmon. Lamb is also a big part of the Icelandic 
diet and some great places to check out local cuisine 
are Fiskfélagið (Fish Company), Grillmarkaðurinn 
(Grillmarket), and Sægreifinn (Seabaron). Icelandic 
bakeries are also fantastic and Sandholt is one of my 

“For some, 24-hour daylight is 
strange, but it’s really beautiful”
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1  Street art in 
downtown Reykjavík
 2  Good set of pipes: 
Hallgrímskirkja 
church’s splendid 
organ and high ceilings
3  Take the coast road 

through the harbour  
to see another side  
of Reykjavík
 4  An artistic take 
on a house number
5  Outdoor sculptures 

at sunset

favourites places to grab a kleinur (Icelandic donut)  
and coffee. 

What’s your favourite way to get around? 
It’s a great walking city. Everything is just a stroll away –
grocery stores, coffee houses, bars, bookshops and music 
venues. When the temperatures dip and I need to get 
somewhere more quickly, my bicycle is my go-to ride.  

What kinds of shops do you most like to visit? 
I feel at home in bookshops. There are quite a few here, 
where you can browse everything from exquisite photo 
books of Iceland to Icelandic literature (with quite a few 
titles translated into English, German and Scandinavian 
languages). I also love the local design scene and there 
are cool shops such as Aurum, Hrím and Kraum, where 
you can find design treasures ranging from scarves to 
letterpress cards to home goods. The Handknitting 
Association of Iceland is the place to buy woollen clothes 
and skeins of lopi wool for knitting projects. 

Where do you like to escape to? 
Seltjarnarnes, in the west part of town, is an area with a 

lovely lighthouse. The surrounding area is perfect for an 
afternoon bike ride, walk along the coast or to check out 
the birdlife in the area. It’s a hidden gem. 

What has been your best discovery? 
The local music scene is surprising and exhilarating. 
There’s a running joke that everyone in Iceland is a 
musician – and sometimes it really seems believable. 
There are so many bands for such a small population and 
there’s a lot more to Icelandic music than Björk and Sigur 
Rós. There are so many local acts to check out, including 
Mugison, Amiina, Retro Stefson, Apparat Organ Quartet 
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1  Jón Gunnar Árnason’s 
Sun Voyager sculpture, 
near the harbour
 2  The long hours of 
daylight in summer 
bring out the blooms 
3  Hallgrímskirkja 

church; there are 
stunning views of  
the city from the  
top of the tower

3

and Olafur Arnalds, among others. Some venues to 
explore include Lucky Records, Húrra and Harpa. 

What do you miss most if you’ve been away? 
The slow pace of the city. In New York, everyone is always 
in a rush – to catch the train, get to work or even just to 
meet friends. But, Reykjavík is just so laid back. It’s been a 
great change of pace for this harried New Yorker. 

What would surprise a newcomer to your city? 
How small it is. While most locals have cars, it’s very  
easy to get around by foot and bike.  

If you could change one thing about the city, what 
would it be?
I suppose it would be the shops staying open later. It’s 
possible to find everything you need in New York in less 
than 10 minutes. In Reykjavík, most shops close at 6pm.

Where would you like to live if you couldn’t live here? 
I’d love to see Helsinki, Berlin and Tokyo. But my life and  
love are here, so I don’t see myself living anywhere else. 

FAVOURITE SHOP 
12 Tónar
Skólavörðustíg 15, Reykjavík
Iceland has so many great bands, and quite a few 
good record shops. 12 Tónar is my favourite, as 
you’re welcome to listen to new releases while 
enjoying a free cup of coffee. 
www.12tonar.is

GALLERIES 
Spark Design Space
Klapparstígur 33
The only Reykjavík gallery dedicated to product 
design and a lovely spot to check out cool local 
design wares. 
www.sparkdesignspace.com

FAVOURITE CAFÉ OR BAR 
Café Babalu
Skólavörðustígur 22A
With a bright orange exterior and kitschy inside, 
this is a great place to stop for a coffee, cake or 
even fresh crêpes. 
www.babalu.is

FAVOURITE RESTAURANT
Taco Barinn
Hverfisgata 20
Relatively new on the restaurant scene, 
Tacobarinn serves up delicious tacos using fresh 
local ingredients, including salmon and lamb. 
www.facebook.com/Tacobarinn

FAVOURITE HOTEL
Hótel Frón
Laugavegur 22A
Hótel Frón is not just special because of its 
fantastic location, but it’s comfortable and 
relatively easy on the wallet. 
www.hotelfron.is

BEST VIEW
Hallgrímskirkja church
Skólavörðustígur 101
Hallgrímskirkja is a striking sight from the 
outside, but visitors can go to the top of the 
church for an unbelievable view of the city. 

ONE THING YOU MUST SEE
Tjörnin 
Visitors shouldn’t miss a walk around Tjörnin  
(the pond) in the centre of town. It’s a lovely  
spot to stretch your legs and feed the ducks. 

JENNA’S 
PERSONAL TOUR
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