
Rough Guide to classical music in Iceland 

 

Tonight, we ask how Iceland has emerged as one of Europe’s great musical nations. 

 

As the most sparsely populated country in Europe, you might not readily associate Iceland with 

a vibrant classical music culture. Think again. While some imagine Iceland as a desolate, 

uninhabited wilderness, as the land of fire and ice, lava and geysers, there’s a strong musical 

vein in Iceland going back centuries, and now fast becoming an internationally renowned 

centre of music making. Björk may well be the country’s most famous export, but classical 

musicians are now steadily emerging, and three names appeared in the 2018 New York Times’ 

list of Top 25 Classical Music Tracks including Anna Thorvaldsdottir. You may be unfamiliar 

with pianist Víkingur Ólafsson or composer Maria Huld Markan Sigfúsdóttir, but these are 

amongst an increasing number of Icelandic musicians steadily gaining acclaim. 

 

Extraordinarily, Iceland has only had a symphony orchestra since 1950. Earlier, the first 

appearance of an orchestra dates from 1926, an historic occasion when the Hamburg 

Philharmonic Orchestra visited Reykjavík as part of an initiative prompted by the Icelandic 

composer Jón Leifs, one of the very few professional composers of the last century. A few 

years later the Reykjavík College of Music was founded in 1930, since which time a strong 

musically orientated education system has enabled half the student populace to attend music 

lessons and study an instrument. It’s a remarkable phenomenon in a country with a population 

of around 362,000 – a figure only slightly higher than Cardiff.  

 

In recent years Reykjavík can boast a new concert hall, home to its symphony orchestra – this 

year celebrating its 70th anniversary – and Icelandic Opera born in the 1980s. From that decade 

record labels have taken an interest in Icelandic composers with Sweden’s BIS promoting the 

much-neglected Jón Leifs, Ondine indorsing Jón Nordal and Chandos Records introducing 

Arni Bjornsson. On this basis Anna Thorvaldsdottir is surely the tip of an iceberg! 

 

 

 

 

 


