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THE
WORLD’S
COOLEST
MUSIC
SCENE

Everyone from Sigur Rós to Of Monsters and Men has
fought for fame at Iceland’s annual Battle of the Bands.
Sophy Grimshaw goes behind the scenes at the
event in Reykjavik and discovers a uniquely creative city.
Photography by Rama Knight

Still waters
Erna Mist, one half of the band Amber, photographed at Reykjavík Harbour
(here and opposite)
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rynhildur Karlsdóttir is on her knees
screaming into a microphone, in the
billowing consonants and rolling Rs of
Icelandic. With white-blonde hair falling
from her ponytail, she looks like a punk
Kirsten Dunst. The crowd cheers as her
Hórmónar bandmates tear apart their pounding,
spooky melody, and let the song fall away into noise.
It’s the end of an unseasonably warm day in
Reykjavik, and we’re midway through the country’s
Battle of the Bands, officially called Músíktilraunir
(musical experiment contest) and established in 1982.
Tonight we’ll see rock bands, keyboard whizz kids and
folk singers, aged 14-25, compete for a life-changing
opportunity. The audience, seated in an auditorium
of the capital’s Harpa concert hall, ranges from
under-tens wear ing ear
defender s to record lab el
bosses and est ablished
musicians. I find myself next to
Jófríður Ákadóttir, who once
won the battle with electro
band Samaris.
There’s a local crowd here
ton ight , but t he w i n ner s’
prize will kick open a door
to international fame: a slot

Key change
Patrick Steinarsson
from the band
Wayward at Harpa
concert hall

on the bill of Iceland Airwaves festival, gigs abroad
and professional studio time. The 2010 winners, Of
Monsters and Men, made the top ten in the US and
UK and are Iceland’s most commercially successful
sonic export since Sigur Rós. Björk played at the
battle as a guest with the band Ham. In fact, many
of the country’s major musicians once battled at
the Músíktilraunir. That said, this isn’t a star factory.
Until this year, the contest was not televised, and the
emphasis is firmly on technical excellence, with a spirit
of camaraderie between bands.
There was a time when Björk was the only Icelandic
musician people outside the country had heard
of, but today’s scene has a greater reach. There’s a
healthy thirst abroad for Swedish and Danish bands,
and Iceland has also benefitted from Nordic live
music nights overseas, such as
London’s Ja Ja Ja. Then there’s
the Iceland Airwaves festival,
founded in 1999 to capitalise
on this growing international
presence and now ensconced
as the annual showcase of local
acts to Brits and Americans.
B ut b a nd s he r e t el l m e
repeatedly that wider success
isn’t their focus. Icelanders

THERE WAS A TIME WHEN BJÖRK
WAS THE ONLY ICEL ANDIC
MUSICIAN PEOPLE OUTSIDE THE
COUNTRY HAD HE ARD OF
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g row up play ing mu sic for mu sic’s
sake and, if you do make it big, acting
too ‘st ar r y’ is frow ned upon. It’s a
refreshingly uncommercial sensibility.
When I chat to battle contestants about why so
many people here are in a band, many give me
the same answer: the weather. ‘In the long, dark
winters you don’t have much else to do,’ says solo
artist Magnús Jóhann, a slight 19-year-old with his
hair in a blond bun, when we talk before the show.
‘When it’s too cold to go outside, you can stay in and
rehearse. You quickly get to know everyone in the
music scene and end up constantly dabbling. I’ve
played with metal, jazz and funk bands.’ His music
is instrumental, whereas others find
that singing in their native tongue has
certain benefits.
‘I like to write in Icelandic because
it’s a sharp, cold language and it suits
the mood of our songs,’ Hórmónar’s
singer, Br y nhildur, tells me. ‘I use
t he st r uctures of old Icelandic
poet r y, a nd we sing in t r ad it iona l
fifth harmonies.’
Away from t he venue, before t he
show I meet Of Monsters and Men’s
frontwoman, Nanna Bryndís, sipping
cof fee in Reykjav í k Roa sters. She’s

Let battle
commence
From above:
backstage
equipment;
participants
Hórmónar, at
Bessastadir

dressed in black leather leggings and
speaks with a gorgeous, thick accent.
‘The battle is still a youth music thing
here, it’s not like it’s big and wellknown,’ she says. ‘When we entered, it was our first
official concert.’ But winning the contest changed
everything. ‘My life now is constant travel. I’m flying
to LA tomorrow and then to Australia and Tokyo.
When we won the battle we got to play at Iceland
Airwaves, and that’s how American radio took an
interest in us,’ she adds.
Meanwhile, at Bad Taste, a famed record shop on the
main drag of Laugavegur, Siggi Baldursson – the
former drummer of one of Björk’s early bands, the
Sugarcubes – is leafing through vinyl. ‘I
always end up buying something here,’ he
sighs, ‘even though I own the place!’ As
well as owning the store, he’s also the
managing director of the promotional
body Iceland Music Export and a typically
statuesque Icelander, wearing a jacket with
a badge that says ‘In Cod I Trust’.
I ask why he thinks this city of just
120,00 people has spawned so many
credible music scenes – from Nordic
takes on early 1980s punk to electronica,
indie, hip-hop and neo-folk. ‘It’s because
Icelandic music is not one singular

’IN THE DARK WINTERS
YOU DON'T HAVE MUCH
ELSE TO DO. WHEN
IT'S TOO COLD TO GO
OUTSIDE, YOU STAY IN
AND REHE ARSE‘
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sound, it’s an attitude. It’s all about DIY; in small
societies you have to be proficient at more than
one thing,’ he says. He sees the battle as part of this
tradition. ‘It has a grassroots feel, unlike all the TV
shows like Ísland Got Talent. But it creates a professional
setting, with proper sound and lighting, for bands to
try out their material.’
It’s hard to believe many bands have rarely played
live before this competition. Erna Mist and her
boyfriend Magnús Thorlacius perform as duo Amber.
Erna’s 17 and looks even younger, but the minute she
opens her mouth, her vocals and mature songwriting
mark her out as a pro.
‘The first battle was organised in response to the
popularity of disco and the decline of the live music
scene in the city,’ explains Ása Hauksdóttir, its organiser
since 2003. We meet outside the venue, Harpa. After
the 2008 financial crash, it was nearly left unfinished.
Upon completion in 2011, its chunky silhouette and
a façade of coloured glass by artist Olafur Eliasson
made it a visual icon of Icelandic music. But it can’t
outshine Esja, the volcanic mountain range across the
water behind it. Hauksdóttir mentions another reason
for Iceland’s high standard of musicianship. ‘It’s been
normal here for both parents to work for decades

ICELAND
FOR
MUSIC FANS
DRINK
| | HÚRRA
A celebrated bar, club
and live music venue,
and the best place to
see bands of every
stripe while sinking a
draught beer. hurra.is
GIG
| | MENGI
An arts venue run
by a local collective,
serving up live music
alongside theatre, art
and spoken word –
plus there’s a record
store. mengi.net
SHOP
| | 12 TÓNAR
As well as the famous
Bad Taste records,
don’t miss this
record shop, where
free espresso and
armchairs help you
settle in for a serious
browsing session.
12tonar.is
STAY
| | KVOSIN
DOWNTOWN
HOTEL
This apartmentstyle bolthole is in
stumbling distance
of Harpa concert
hall and all the best
nightlife spots.
kvosinhotel.is

A sea view
Clockwise from
left: Harpa’s Olafur
Eliasson-designed
façade; Nanna, the
frontwoman of Of
Monsters and Men,
in Reykjavík Roasters
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longer than in most countries and outstanding music
schools have also been a form of childcare,’ he says.
Iceland is statistically the world’s most genderequal society, but the Battle of the Bands has had
peaks and troughs when it comes to being a battle
of the sexes. Despite an auspicious start with the allfemale Dúkkulísurnar (The Paper Dolls) winning
1982’s contest, for years it was a boy’s club, reflecting
the wider industry. Ólafur Arnalds, who is originally
from the town of Mosfellsbær and won a Bafta for
his music for ITV’s Broadchurch, has witnessed the
rise of female bands in the competition. ‘The year
I entered, 2000, I was 13 and playing drums in a
thrash band. There was not a single girl in the final.
This year it’s almost equal numbers. That reflects
what’s happening in Iceland.’
Back at Harpa, the evening progresses with the
mixed-gender indie folk act Wayward. They go down
a storm and win an Audience’s Favourite prize from
the TV phone-in. Sample lyrics from their break-up
ballad include, ‘There’s something in the air tonight
/ That makes me feel so dark’. Getting dumped
during an Icelandic winter would certainly be rough.
We reach the end of the contest via galvanising
rock f rom Spünk a nd Ver t igo, a nd folk f rom
impressive 14-year-olds RuGi, who look and sound
as if they’ve stepped out of a 1960s Greenwich
Village coffeehouse. The judges’ deliberations
are over. Mag nus Jóhann’s lush soundscapes,
played w ith his back to the audience, w in him
Best K eyboa rd ist, a nd t hird place over a ll.
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ICELANDIC ARTISTS WHO ONCE PLAYED
THE BATTLE OF THE BANDS
| | BJÖRK
But not as you know her.
The superstar competed as
a guest with the band Ham.
| | JÓNSI
The now Sigur Rós singer’s
grunge act, Bee Spiders,
won Most Interesting
Band in 1995.
| | ÓLAFUR ARNALDS
The Bafta-winning
composer, also half
of electronic duo Kiasmos,
played the battle as a teen.
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| OF MONSTERS
AND MEN
The 2010 winners are
one of the country’s
biggest bands.

GO ON THEN…
DESTINATION: REYKJAVIK
Paint it black
From above
left: Hórmónar
backstage before
the competition;
Urður (left) and
Brynhildur (right),
from the band,
performing live
at Músíktilraunir

FIND IT AT BA.COM
British Airways flies to Reykjavik three times
a week from London Heathrow. Flight time:
three hours. BA offers seven days from £249pp,
travelling throughout January, including return
flights from Heathrow and an economy car.
Book by 31 October. ba.com/car

COLLECT THOSE AVIOS
Join the Executive Club and collect at least 602*
Avios for a return flight from London Heathrow to
Reykjavik. Or redeem your Avios – 17,000** will
pay for a return journey.

ON THE ROAD...
Discover the highlights of driving Iceland’s
Ring Road at highlife.ba.com/icedrive

entertainment
Listen to Ólafur Arnalds’ Late Night Tales in Audio
(selected flights).

Photograph: Courtesy of Iceland Music Export. *Based on World Traveller. Excludes reward flights.
**Taxes, fees and surcharges also apply. Prices correct at time of going to press

S econd place a nd B est Gu it a r i st go to Helg i
Jónsson, a bearded Viking in a pink T-shirt. The
crowd does a drumroll by slapping its knees, and
the winner is… Hórmónar. They were the only act to
sing in Icelandic.
Tumbling tired but elated out of their van the
following morning, Hórmónar are still soaking up
the victory. To fulfil their commitments as winners,
they plan to quit their summer jobs. ‘I was supposed
to be gutting fish all summer, I was really excited
about it!’ jokes drummer Örn Gauti Jóhannsson.
Do they hope to do music full time? ‘In Iceland,
there are very few bands who can make a living
from music,’ he corrects me, ‘like Sigur Rós and
Of Monsters and Men. You don’t even consider being
able to make money and that means, creatively,
Icela nd ic b a nd s ju st do what ever t hey w a nt .
That’s what makes them good.’
I’m reminded of somet hing Sigg i f rom t he
Sugarcubes told me. ‘Icelanders are crap at planning
ahead, because we’ve been so dependent on the
weather. But we’re good at improvising and bending the
rules. That’s a problem if you’re a banker,’ he smiled,
‘but it’s wonderful if you’re in the arts’. n
@Sophy_Grimshaw
The winners of the Músíktilraunir, Hórmónar, will play
Iceland Airwaves, 2-6 November; icelandairwaves.is. The next
Battle of the Bands will be in spring 2017; musiktilraunir.is

| | EMILÍANA TORRINI
The singer-songwriter got
her start at the battle. She
has since written for Kylie
Minogue and The Lord of
the Rings soundtrack.

