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Like a grandpa bouncing a baby on his knee, Spain is a mix of old and new, modern and traditional. Spain means massive cathedrals, world-class art, Moorish palaces, nonstop nightlife, whitewashed villages, and glorious sunshine. Spain has a richness of history and culture. From the stirring sardana dance in Barcelona to the sizzling rat-a-tat-tat of flamenco in Sevilla, this country creates its own beat amid the heat.


Spain’s charm really lies in its people and their unique lifestyle. Even as the Spanish embrace modern times, their daily lives focus on friends and family, just as they always have. Many still follow the siesta schedule, shutting down work during the midday heat to enjoy the company of loved ones. In the cool of the evening, Spain comes back to life. Whole families stroll through the streets and greet their neighbors—a custom called the paseo. Spaniards are notorious night owls. The antidote for late nights? The next day’s siesta.


You can see many European countries by just passing through, but Spain is a destination. Learn its history and accept the country on its own terms. Gain an appreciation for cured ham, dry sherry, and bull’s-tail stew. When you go to Spain, go all the way.


THE BEST OF SPAIN


This book is all about Spain’s top destinations, from its thriving cities to its authentic towns. The biggies on everyone’s list are exuberant Barcelona and the country’s bustling capital, Madrid. Buzzing with energy, Sevilla features flamenco and nightlife that doesn’t quit. Granada has Spain’s finest Moorish sight—the grand palace of the Alhambra. And no visit to Spain is complete without exploring its smaller towns, from historic Toledo to the sleepy whitewashed hill towns of Andalucía. In some cases, when there are interesting sights or towns near my top destinations, I cover these briefly (as “Near” sights), to help you enjoyably fill out a free day or a longer stay.


Beyond the major destinations, I also cover what I call the Best of the Rest—great destinations that don’t quite make my top cut, but are worth seeing if you have more time or specific interests: the Basque Country, Santiago de Compostela, Córdoba, and the South Coast.


To help you link the top stops, I’ve included a two-week itinerary (see here), with tips to help you tailor it to your interests and available time.
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THE BEST OF BARCELONA


Spain’s second city and the proud capital of the Catalan people, Barcelona bubbles with life—from the tangled lanes of the Barri Gòtic to the trendy boulevards of the Eixample. The cradle of modern art, and home to Gaudí, Picasso, and Miró, the city itself is a dynamic work of art in progress, with everything—enthralling sights, man-made beaches, and a fun street scene—continually evolving. Join the parade of people and become part of the show.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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The Ramblas—Barcelona’s long, tree-lined, pedestrian-friendly boulevard—spills gently down from the heart of the city to the harbor.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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The huge, unfinished church of Sagrada Família, with its Sequoia-sized columns and fantastical Neo-Gothic decor, feels both medieval and futuristic.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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Barcelonans crowd into lively bars to feast on tapas—small portions of olives, seafood, meatballs, and all things deep-fried, on a toothpick.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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In the shadow of the 700-year-old cathedral in the Barri Gòtic neighborhood, locals still join hands in a communal circle to dance the sardana.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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Parc Güell—with its colorful mosaics, wavy forms, and whimsical statues—is one of several fanciful sights by Antoni Gaudí, the master of Modernisme.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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The vibrant Boqueria Market along the Ramblas evokes deep passion among Spain’s devout jamón-iphiles.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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In the shape of an animal’s back with iridescent scales, Gaudi’s Casa Battló is a magical place.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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Near the busy downtown but a world away, the beach at Barceloneta is a balmy world of sand, surf, snack shacks, and slow sunsets.







THE BEST OF BARCELONA
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The numerous street performers express the spirit of this city—playful, nonconformist, spontaneous, and a bit theatrical.







THE BEST OF MADRID


Lively Madrid, both the nation’s capital and its heart, is Spain on a grand scale, with stately squares and modern skyscrapers. The main square, Puerta del Sol, leads west to the lavish Royal Palace and east to the outstanding Prado art museum and Picasso’s thought-provoking Guernica. With a compact core and a contemporary bar-hopping paseo, this sunny city is intimate, youthful, and welcoming.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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The Plaza Mayor—Madrid’s historic center—is ringed by gloriously symmetrical buildings from the era when the city presided over Spain’s Golden Age.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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El Rastro, Europe’s biggest flea market, is a field day for shoppers, browsers, people-watchers, and bar-hopping Madrileños.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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Spain’s capital city offers a smorgasbord of culinary delicacies from across the country—including seafood from the Mediterranean coast.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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Escape the brutal Madrid sun in spacious Retiro Park, a leafy oasis a stone’s throw from the Prado Museum.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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Spanish masterpieces (like Las Meninas) hang alongside Italian Renaissance works and more at the Prado, arguably Europe’s greatest museum of paintings.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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A bear picks berries from a madroño tree—part of the city’s coat of arms since medieval times, and now a statue in the city center.







THE BEST OF MADRID
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The Puerta del Sol—the city’s cultural heart and transportation hub—bustles with pedestrians, taxis, neon, demonstrations, and celebrations.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO


The medieval skyline of Toledo, rising atop a hill lassoed by a river, captivated hometown boy El Greco as much as it does travelers today. Its tangled streets are dotted with bakeries making sweet, colorful mazapán, and restaurants serving up savory roast suckling pig. Toledo’s architecture reflects its Jewish, Moorish, and Christian roots, from the arches of a synagogue and the intricate designs of a mosque to the looming spires of a cathedral—all against the same sky.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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The skyline of Toledo looks much the same today as when El Greco painted it four centuries ago, when he made the city his home.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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Local cuisine specializes in game meats from the surrounding countryside—venison, partridge, and wild boar—with almond-sweet mazapán for dessert.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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Perched strategically in the geographic center of Iberia along the Tajo River, Toledo grew to become the first capital of Spain.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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To create Toledo’s specialty, damascene, artisans inlay gold and silver wires into steel, making intricately patterned bowls, jewelry, and bull-fighting swords.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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The vast cathedral has a collection of priceless paintings, including El Grecos, that would put any museum on the map.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO
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The cathedral’s peaceful cloister is worth a stroll.







THE BEST OF TOLEDO


[image: image]


Toledo’s many souvenir shops sell locally hand-crafted knives, swords, maces, armor, and other nouveau antiques. I buy all my medieval weaponry here.







THE BEST OF GRANADA


Set against a mountainous backdrop, Granada is crowned with the last vestige of Moorish rule in Iberia: the magnificent Alhambra—fortress, palace, and gardens. Beyond that unforgettable sight, Granada offers a historic cathedral and a truly Royal Chapel. Its main square, Plaza Nueva, leads to two distinctive neighborhoods: the Alcaicería with its colorful market streets, and the hilly Albayzín, lined with funky teahouses and graced by the San Nicolás viewpoint where the day ends—and the night begins.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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The Alhambra—a wonderland of fountains, pools, gardens, and fantasy architecture—is Europe’s greatest remembrance of when Muslims ruled Spain.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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In flamenco, the women make graceful turns, the men do the machine-gun footwork, and castanets set the beat.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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Like an Arabian souk, Granada’s Alcaicería marketplace is a maze of small shops selling leather purses, scarves, and trinkets.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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The Alhambra’s intricate decoration is rooted in the Moors’ reluctance to portray nature—instead, they created art with calligraphy and geometric patterns.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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Plaza Nueva is Granada’s center, located in a ravine between the hill-topping Alhambra and the hillside neighborhood of Albayzín.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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The tombs of the “Catholic Monarchs”—Ferdinand and Isabel—are the centerpiece of the Royal Chapel.







THE BEST OF GRANADA
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Late-night visits to the Alhambra are romantic—and less crowded.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS


The meandering “Route of the White Villages” wends through the hilly, windswept landscape of Andalucía, Spain’s heartland. Of the many villages worth exploring, tiny Arcos de la Frontera and sturdy Ronda rise above the rest. Slow down and wander their lanes, enjoying the small architectural nuances, the quiet rhythm of life, and the sweeping territorial views.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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Whitewashed villages with narrow lanes and timeless traditions, perched atop craggy bluffs—these are Spain’s pueblos blancos.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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Inside the dank Pileta Cave you can see some of mankind’s oldest creations—paintings of fish, horses, and goats by Paleolithic Michelangelos.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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In Jerez, you can watch balletic stallions prance and high-step to a classical music soundtrack.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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Many hill towns, such as Ronda, have paradors—historic luxury inns—where you can sleep with a view (or just settle for a drink on their veranda).







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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Crowned by its cathedral, Arcos de la Frontera is not only quaint—it’s also rustic, historic, and real.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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Ronda, the birthplace of bullfighting, has Spain’s first bullring (which still operates), and the best museum on matadors and their craft.







THE BEST OF ANDALUCÍA’S WHITE HILL TOWNS
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The festive city of Jerez is just a gateway to the White Hill Towns, but it’s home to two Andalusian icons: fine horses and dry sherry.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA


Spain’s most soulful city teems with people day and night. Its top sights are the cathedral and Royal Alcázar. Its top emotion is fervor, whether applied to Holy Week processions, bullfights, or riveting flamenco. Even the paseo goes on past midnight. Museums are plentiful and bars are hopping—but the main attraction is the nonstop city itself.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Elbowing your way through a crowded bar to order tapas and a caña of beer is a classic Sevilla dining experience.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Sevilla is home to some of Spain’s most “Spanish” traditions, like flamenco dancing, which still erupts spontaneously in late-night bars.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Spain’s matadors relish showing off their technique in the prestigious Sevillan bullfighting arena.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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The cathedral has the world’s biggest church interior, and houses the world’s largest altarpiece, a half-ton monstrance, and the tomb of Columbus.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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The Alcázar palace, with both Christian and Moorish elements, has lavish decor, quiet courtyards, and reminders of Columbus.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Graceful statues of the Virgin Mary mourning her crucified son adorn many of Sevilla’s churches—each one a different variation on sorrow.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Andalusian pride is on display as Sevillans don their traditional outfits—dresses, mantillas, fans, brimmed hats—for the April Fair.







THE BEST OF SEVILLA
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Crenellated castle walls surround the Royal Alcázar, Sevilla’s spectacular 10th-century palace.







THE BEST OF THE REST


If you have the time and interest, splice any of the following destinations into your itinerary. In northeast Spain, the feisty Basque Country features the coastal resort of San Sebastián, the famous modern-art museum at Bilbao, and bull-running at Pamplona. In the far northwest, all roads lead to Santiago de Compostela, where pilgrims rejoice at the end of their long journey. Córdoba is home to Spain’s (and Europe’s) only mosque with a cathedral inside. The sunny South Coast boasts the beach town of Nerja and British-flavored Gibraltar.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Spain’s often overlooked progressive side is trumpeted boldly at the Guggenheim modern art museum in the once-gritty, now-glitzy city of Bilbao.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Costa del Sol—home to sun, sand, and seafood—is heavily touristed, but there are still a few unspoiled beaches and quaint towns.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Córdoba’s huge former mosque, with its forest of 800 red and blue columns, attests to the cultural vitality of the Moors’ 700-year presence in Spain.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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For centuries, pilgrims have trekked across Europe to the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Spain’s rustic northwest corner.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Apes rule the Rock of Gibraltar.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Nerja is a relaxed Costa del Sol town, perfect for an evening paseo on its Balcony of Europe promenade.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Locals throughout southern Spain get more excited about their many festivals than the tourists do.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Running of the Bulls in Pamplona is like surfing—you hope to catch a good wave and ride it.






TRAVEL SMART



Approach Spain like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, make advance arrangements, and follow my travel strategies on the road. For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.


Designing Your Itinerary


Decide when to go. Peak season—July through September—comes with crowds, heat, and higher prices, especially in the coastal areas. Air-conditioning is essential. Spring and fall (April, June, and Oct) offer the best combination of lighter crowds, good weather, and moderate prices. Off-season, November through March, prices drop, sights have shorter hours, and the weather is crisp.


Choose your top destinations. My itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 14 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and timeframe.


Art lovers are drawn to Madrid and Barcelona, which have the greatest collections of art and the most museums. Historians travel back in time to Granada’s sprawling Moorish Alhambra or to Toledo, with its concentrated mix of art and history within small-town walls. If you’re fond of sleepy hill towns, get a good dose (or doze?) in Andalucía. Night owls have a hoot in Sevilla. Sun worshippers bask in Barcelona, San Sebastián (a Basque city that’s fun for foodies, too), and little Nerja on the South Coast. Pilgrims head for Montserrat (near Barcelona) and Santiago de Compostela.


Draft a rough itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop: Figure on at least two days for major destinations (and at least three for Barcelona).


Staying in a home base—like Barcelona or Madrid—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands, especially consecutive ones; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon train ride or drive to get settled into a town for two nights.


[image: image]


Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of; begin your search for transatlantic flights at Kayak.com.


Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car is helpful for exploring regions in-depth, such as Andalucía’s hill towns (where public transit can be sparse and infrequent). But a car is useless in cities, and it’s not necessary for connecting far-apart destinations (easier by train or even a short flight), unless you plan to make a lot of stops along the way.


If relying on public transit, you’ll probably use a mix of trains and buses. Compared to trains, buses are slower yet cheaper and can reach a few places that trains can’t (though buses run less often on weekends).


Allot sufficient time for transportation in your itinerary. Whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations.


To determine approximate transportation times, study the driving chart (on here) or train schedules (at www.bahn.de or www.renfe.com). Spain’s long distances can make it worth considering the option of flying for part of your trip; check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.


Plan your days. Finetune your itinerary; write out a day-by-day plan of where you’ll be and what you want to see. To help you make the most of your time, I’ve suggested day plans for destinations. But check the opening hours of sights; avoid visiting a town on the one day a week that your must-see sight is closed. Also research whether any holidays or festivals will fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Spain’s tourist website, www.spain.info).


Give yourself some slack. Nonstop sightseeing can turn a vacation into a blur. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Ready, set... You’ve designed the perfect itinerary for the trip of a lifetime.


Trip Costs per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Barcelona or Madrid costs about $1,000-2,000, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow $300 for second-class trains ($450 for first class) and buses. Whether you get a rail pass in advance or buy train tickets as you go, you’ll pay about the same—unless you take advantage of online discounts for advance ticket purchases. In some cases, a short flight can cost less than a long train ride.




Average Daily Expenses Per Person: $155








	Cost

	Category

	Notes






	$40

	Meals

	$5 for breakfast, $10 for lunch, and $25 for dinner






	$75

	Lodging

	Based on two people splitting the cost of a $150 double room






	$30

	Sights and Entertainment

	This daily average works for most people.






	$10

	City Transit

	Buses, Metro, and trams






	$155

	Total

	Applies to cities, figure on less for towns
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This unforgettable two-week trip will show you the very best that Spain has to offer. It’s geared for public transportation (mainly trains and a few buses), but can be traveled by car. (Ideally, rent a car after you’ve visited Barcelona, Madrid, and Toledo, which are well-connected by train.)








	DAY

	PLAN

	SLEEP IN






	 

	Arrive in Barcelona

	Barcelona






	1

	Sightsee Barcelona

	Barcelona






	2

	Barcelona

	Barcelona






	3

	Barcelona

	Barcelona






	4

	Travel to Madrid in the morning (3 hours by train)

	Madrid






	5

	Sightsee Madrid

	Madrid






	6

	More Madrid, then head to Toledo in the late afternoon (30 minutes by train, or 1 hour by bus)

	Toledo






	7

	Sightsee Toledo

	Toledo






	8

	Travel to Granada (6 hours by train or bus)

	Granada






	9

	Sightsee Granada

	Granada






	10

	More Granada, then travel to Ronda in the late afternoon (2.5 hours by train)

	Ronda






	11

	Sightsee Ronda

	Ronda






	12

	Travel to Arcos (2 hours by bus), sightsee Arcos

	Arcos






	13

	Travel to Sevilla (2 hours by bus)

	Sevilla






	14

	Sightsee Sevilla

	Sevilla






	 

	Linger in Sevilla, or fly out
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Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance. Rentals and leases (an economical way to go if you need a car for at least three weeks) are cheaper if arranged from the US.


Budget Tips: To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Spain and mentioned in this book.


City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) decrease your cost per ride. Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see. Seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Book your rooms directly with the hotel via email or phone for the best rates. Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers. Some hotels offer discounts if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (it pays to check online or ask). Rooms cost less outside of peak season (roughly November through March). And even seniors can stay in hostels (some have double rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.




Stick This Guidebook in Your Ear!


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy for you to download my audio tours of many of Europe’s top attractions and listen to them offline on your travels. For Spain, these include walking tours of Barcelona and Madrid (marked in this book with this symbol: [image: image]). The app also offers insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from Spain and around the globe. It’s all free! You can download the app via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or Amazon’s Appstore. For more info, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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It’s no hardship to eat cheap in Spain. You can get tasty, inexpensive meals at tapas bars, sandwich shops, and some local chains, too. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings. When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a fun food-tasting tour or a dazzling flamenco show.


Minimize souvenir shopping—how will you get it all home? Focus instead on collecting wonderful stories, vivid memories, and new friends.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more info on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and check www.ricksteves.com for book updates, more travel tips, and helpful talks.


Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your main form of transportation in Spain. You can buy discounted train tickets online in advance, get a rail pass, rent a car, or book cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.) Drivers may want to bring an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com), along with their US license.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve or buy tickets ahead for major sights. It’s smart to reserve for Granada’s Alhambra (up to three months in advance) to be assured of seeing its often sold-out Palacios Nazaríes. For the following sights, reservations are recommended (to avoid long waits in long lines): Madrid’s Prado Museum, and for Barcelona, the Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família, Casa Batlló, La Pedrera, Palau Güell, and Park Güell. For these sights, reservations are required: Barcelona’s Palace of Catalan Music and Casa Amatller (viewable by guided tour only), and the Salvador Dalí House near Cadaqués. Details are in the chapters.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Let them know you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You won’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.
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From cathedrals to back streets, Spain rewards eager learners.





Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translation, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. Bring a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in Practicalities as a guide.


Travel Strategies on the Road


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information, and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Study up on sights, noting opening hours, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Find out the latest from tourist-information offices (TIs), your hoteliers, checking online, or phoning ahead. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a city or region and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour in any big city or even hire a private guide. If you want to learn more about any aspect of Spain, you’re in the right place with experts happy to teach you.


Try alternatives to restaurants. Spanish restaurants are often closed when we’re hungry. Compared to our standards, Spaniards eat late, having lunch—their biggest meal of the day—around 13:00 to 16:00, and dinner starting about 21:00. To cope, try picnics, sandwich shops, or bars, where you can get a hearty snack or an assortment of tapas (appetizers that can add up to a tasty meal). In the bigger cities, consider taking a food tour; they’re pricey but informative and delicious—filling you in while filling you up.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions—such as people bumping into you—as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten. In case of theft or loss, see here.


To minimize potential loss, keep your expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. While traveling, back up your digital photos and files frequently.


Beat the summer heat. If you wilt easily, choose a hotel with air-conditioning, start your day early, take a midday siesta at your hotel, and resume your sightseeing later. Churches offer some amazing art and a cool haven (but note that a modest dress code—no bare shoulders or shorts for anyone—is enforced at major cathedrals like Toledo’s). Take frequent ice-cream breaks. Join in the paseo, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations or sightseeing early or late.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, sweltering weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better. And when problems arise (noisy hotel room, salty meal, or a must-see sight that’s closed), keep things in perspective. You’re on vacation...and you’re in Spain!


Attempt the language. Many Spaniards—especially those in the tourist trade and in big cities—speak English. Still, many people don’t, particularly in less-touristed areas. You’ll get more smiles and make more friends if you use some key Spanish words. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Spanish people. Ask questions—many locals are as interested in you as you are in them. Slow down, step out of your comfort zone, and be open to unexpected experiences. When an opportunity pops up, say “¡Sí!”


Hear the castanets? Taste the tapas and sangria? Your next stop…Spain!




Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught thousands of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers you a balanced mix of Spain’s lively cities and cozy towns, from trendy Barcelona and upbeat Madrid to Andalucía’s romantic hill towns. And it’s selective—rather than listing countless hill towns, I recommend only my favorites (Arcos and Ronda).


My self-guided museum tours and city walks give insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


[image: image]


We visit Spain to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging from the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


¡Buen viaje! Happy travels!
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Barcelona may be Spain’s second city, but it’s undoubtedly the first city of the proud and distinct region of Catalunya. Catalan flags wave side by side with Spanish flags, and locals—while fluent in both languages—insist on speaking Catalan first. Joining hands to dance the patriotic sardana is a tradition that’s going strong. This lively culture is on an unstoppable roll in Spain’s most cosmopolitan corner.


The city itself is a work of art. Catalan architects, including Antoni Gaudí, Lluís Domènech i Montaner, and Josep Puig i Cadafalch, forged the Modernista style and remade the city’s skyline into a curvy fantasy—culminating in Gaudí’s over-the-top Sagrada Família, a church still under construction. Pablo Picasso lived here as a teenager, right as he was on the verge of reinventing painting; his legacy is today’s Picasso Museum.


Barcelona bubbles with life—in the narrow alleys of the Barri Gòtic, along the pedestrian boulevard called the Ramblas, in the funky bohemian quarter of El Born, along the bustling beach promenade, and throughout the chic Eixample. The cafés are filled by day, and people crowd the streets at night, popping into tapas bars for a drink and a perfectly composed bite of seafood.


If you surrender to any city’s charms, let it be Barcelona.


BARCELONA IN 3 DAYS


Day 1: In the cool of the morning, follow my Barri Gòtic Walk, exploring the winding lanes, unique boutiques, and historic cathedral.


Then take my Ramblas Ramble, strolling down the grand pedestrian boulevard—a festival of people-watching, street performers, and pickpockets. On the Ramblas, duck into La Boqueria Market for fresh produce and unforgettable taste treats. In the afternoon, head to the trendy El Born district to tour the Picasso Museum or Palace of Catalan Music, or both.


On any evening: Have a tapa-hopping dinner in El Born, the Barri Gòtic, or the Eixample. Take in some music (flamenco, guitar, concerts). Zip up to the hilltop of Montjuïc for the sunset, then down to the Magic Fountains (illuminated on weekends). Or stroll the long, inviting beach promenade.


Day 2: Tour the city’s fanciful Modernista architecture, championed by Antoni Gaudí. Marvel at the buildings on the Block of Discord and the street’s masterpiece, La Pedrera. Tour Gaudí’s soaring church, the Sagrada Família. Then head to Park Güell, with its colorful mosaics, fountains, and stunning city views.


[image: Image]


Day 3: Tour the museums on Montjuïc: The Catalan Art Museum displays top medieval sculptures (reservation required), while Fundació Joan Miró features the hometown artist’s whimsical work. The hilltop castle ramparts offers sweeping views. You could head back downtown (for museums, shopping, exploring) or take the slow, scenic cable-car from Montjuïc to the port. For a pleasant evening, stroll the beach along Barceloneta, collect another sunset, and find your favorite chiringuito (beach bar).


Day Trips: Allot an extra day for a side trip: the holy site of Montserrat, with its dramatic mountain scenery, or Figueres, with its mind-bending Salvador Dalí museum.




Rick’s Tip: Located in the far northeast corner of Spain, Barcelona makes a good first or last stop for your trip. With the high-speed AVE train, Barcelona is three hours away from Madrid—faster and simpler than flying. If you want to rent a car, start your trip in Barcelona, take the train or fly to Madrid, and see Madrid and Toledo, all before picking up your car—cleverly saving on several days of rental fees.





ORIENTATION


A large square, Plaça de Catalunya at the center of Barcelona, divides the older and newer parts of town. Below Plaça de Catalunya is the Old City, with the Ramblas boulevard running down to the harbor.


The Old City (Ciutat Vella) is the compact core of Barcelona—ideal for strolling, shopping, and people-watching. It’s a labyrinth of narrow streets, once confined by medieval walls. The lively pedestrian drag called the Ramblas goes through the heart of the Old City from Plaça de Catalunya to the harbor. The Old City is divided into thirds by the Ramblas and another major thoroughfare (running roughly parallel to the Ramblas), Via Laietana. Between the Ramblas and Via Laietana is the characteristic Barri Gòtic (BAH-ree GOH-teek, Gothic Quarter), with the cathedral as its navel. Locals call it “El Gòtic” for short. To the east of Via Laietana is the El Born district (a.k.a. “La Ribera”), a shopping, dining, and nightlife mecca centered on the Picasso Museum and the Church of Santa Maria del Mar. To the west of the Ramblas is the Raval (rah-VAHL), with a modern-art museum and a university. The Raval is of least interest to tourists (some parts of it are dodgy and should be avoided).


The old harbor, Port Vell, gleams with landmark monuments and new developments. A pedestrian bridge links the Ramblas with the modern Maremagnum entertainment complex. On the peninsula across the quaint sailboat harbor is Barceloneta, a traditional fishing neighborhood with gritty charm and good seafood restaurants. Beyond Barceloneta, a gorgeous man-made beach several miles long leads to the commercial and convention district called the Fòrum.


Above the Old City, beyond the bustling hub of Plaça de Catalunya, is the elegant Eixample (eye-SHAM-plah) district, its grid plan softened by cutoff corners. Much of Barcelona’s Modernista architecture is here—especially along the swanky Passeig de Gràcia, an area called Quadrat d’Or (“Golden Quarter”). To the east is the Sagrada Família; to the north is the Gràcia district and Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell.


The large hill overlooking the city to the southwest is Montjuïc (mohn-jew-EEK), home to some excellent museums (Catalan Art, Joan Miró).


Tourist Information


Barcelona’s TI has several branches (central tel. 932-853-834, www.barcelonaturisme.cat). The primary one is beneath the main square, Plaça de Catalunya (daily 8:30-21:00, entrance across from El Corte Inglés department store—look for red sign and take stairs down, tel. 932-853-832); this TI offers a Picasso walk (€22, includes museum admission; Tue-Sat at 15:00; 2 hours including museum visit), as well as walks for gourmets (€22, Mon-Fri at 10:30, 2 hours) and fans of Modernisme (€16; April-Oct Mon, Wed, and Fri at 18:00; Nov-March Wed and Fri at 15:30; 2 hours).


The TI on Plaça de Sant Jaume, just south of the cathedral in the City Hall, offers great guided Barri Gòtic walks (€16, daily at 9:30, 2 hours, groups limited to 35, buy your ticket 15 minutes early at the TI desk—not from the guide, in summer stop by the office a day ahead to reserve, Mon-Fri 8:30-20:30, Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-14:00, Ciutat 2, tel. 932-853-832, www.barcelonaturisme.cat).


Other convenient branches include a kiosk near the top of the Ramblas (#115); near the cathedral in the Catalan College of Architects building; inside the base of the Columbus Monument at the harbor; at the airport (Terminals 1 and 2B); and at the Sants Train Station. Smaller kiosks are on Plaça d’Espanya, in the park across from the Sagrada Família entrance, and on Plaça de Catalunya.


At any TI, pick up the free city map (although the free El Corte Inglés map provided by most hotels is better), the small Metro map, the monthly Barcelona Planning.com guidebook (with tips on sightseeing, shopping, events, and restaurants), and the quarterly See Barcelona guide (with practical information on museums and a neighborhood-by-neighborhood sightseeing rundown). The monthly Time Out BCN Guide offers a concise but thorough day-by-day list of events. The monthly Barcelona Metropolitan magazine has timely, substantial coverage of local topics and events. All are free.




Daily Reminder


SUNDAY: Most sights are open, but the Boqueria and Santa Caterina markets are closed. Some sights close early today, including the Fundació Joan Miró and the Catalan Art Museum (both close at 15:00). Informal performances of the sardana national dance take place in front of the cathedral at noon (none in Aug). Some museums are free at certain times: Catalan Art Museum and Palau Güell (free on first Sun of month), and the Picasso Museum. The Magic Fountains come alive on summer evenings (May-Sept).


MONDAY: Many sights are closed, including the Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, Palau Güell, and Fundació Joan Miró. Most major Modernista sights are open today, including the Sagrada Família, La Pedrera, Park Güell, Casa Batlló, and Casa Amatller.


TUESDAY/WEDNESDAY: All major sights are open.


THURSDAY: All major sights are open. Fundació Joan Miró and the Picasso Museum are open late year-round, and the Magic Fountains spout on summer evenings (May-Sept).


FRIDAY: All major sights are open. The Magic Fountains light up Montjuïc year-round.


SATURDAY: All major sights are open. Barcelonans occasionally dance the sardana on Saturdays at 18:00 in front of the cathedral, and in summer you’re likely to see traditional folk activities there at 19:30. The Magic Fountains dance all year. The Catalan Art Museum is free after 15:00.


LATE-HOURS SIGHTSEEING: Sights with year-round evening hours (19:30 or later) include La Boqueria Market, Cathedral of Barcelona, Casa Batlló, and Church of Santa Maria del Mar.


Sights offering later hours only in peak season (roughly April-Sept) include the Sagrada Família, La Pedrera, Palau Güell, Park Güell, Fundació Joan Miró, Catalan Art Museum, and Gaudí House Museum.





Modernisme Route: A handy map showing all 116 Modernista buildings is available at the Institut Municipal del Paisatge Urbà, inside the Edificio Colón (Mon-Fri 9:00-14:00, closed Sat-Sun, Avinguda de les Drassanes 6, 21st floor, www.rutadelmodernisme.com). They also offer a sightseeing discount package (€12) with a great guidebook.


Regional Catalunya TI: The all-Catalunya TI can help with travel and sightseeing tips for the entire region. They also have a relaxing café and a space for tasting regional treats (daily 10:00-21:00, in Palau Moja, midway along the Ramblas, Portaferrisa 1, tel. 933-162-740, www.palaumoja.com).


Advance Tickets and Sightseeing Passes


To save time, it’s smart to buy tickets in advance online, especially for the Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família, La Pedrera, and Park Güell’s Monumental Zone (advance tickets also available for Casa Batlló and Palau Güell, but less necessary).


Advance tickets are required to tour the Palace of Catalan Music.


Consider getting the Articket BCN pass if you plan to visit the Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, and Fundació Joan Miró. The pass saves you money and lets you skip the ticket lines (especially helpful at the Picasso Museum). It covers admission to six museums and their temporary exhibits. Just show your Articket BCN (to the ticket taker, at the info desk, or at a special Articket window), and you’ll get your entry ticket (€30, valid for three months; sold at participating museums and the TIs at Plaça de Catalunya, Plaça de Sant Jaume, and Sants Station; www.articketbcn.org).
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▲▲▲Picasso Museum Extensive collection offering insight into the brilliant Spanish artist’s early years. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, Thu until 21:30, closed Mon. See here.


▲▲▲Sagrada Família Gaudí’s remarkable, unfinished church—a masterpiece in progress. Hours: Daily April-Sept 9:00-20:00, Oct-March 9:00-18:00. See here.


▲▲The Ramblas Barcelona’s colorful, gritty, tourist-filled pedestrian thoroughfare. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲▲Palace of Catalan Music Best Modernista interior in Barcelona. Hours: 50-minute English tours daily every hour 10:00-15:00, plus frequent concerts. See here.


▲▲La Pedrera Barcelona’s quintessential Modernista building and Gaudí creation. Hours: Daily March-Oct 9:00-20:00, Nov-Feb 9:00-18:30. See here.


▲▲Park Güell Colorful Gaudí-designed park overlooking the city. Hours: Paid Monumental Zone open daily 8:00-21:30, Nov-March 8:30-18:00. See here.


▲▲Catalan Art Museum World-class showcase of this region’s art, including a substantial Romanesque collection. Hours: May-Sept Tue-Sat 10:00-20:00 (Oct-April until 18:00), Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Mon. See here.
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▲La Boqueria Market Colorful but touristy produce market, just off the Ramblas. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:00-20:00, best mornings after 9:00, closed Sun. See here.


▲Palau Güell Exquisitely curvy Gaudí interior and fantasy rooftop. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Nov-March until 17:30, closed Mon. See here.


▲Cathedral of Barcelona Colossal Gothic cathedral ringed by distinctive chapels. Hours: Generally open to visitors Mon-Fri 8:00-19:30, Sat-Sun 8:00-20:00. See here.


▲Sardana Dances Patriotic dance in which proud Catalans join hands in a circle, often held outdoors. Hours: Every Sun at 12:00, sometimes also Sat at 18:00, no dances in Aug. See here.


▲Santa Caterina Market Fine market hall built on the site of an old monastery and updated with a wavy Gaudí-inspired roof. Hours: Mon-Sat 7:30-15:30, Tue and Thu-Fri until 20:30, closed Sun. See here.


▲Church of Santa Maria del Mar Catalan Gothic church in El Born, built by wealthy medieval shippers. Hours: Generally open to visitors daily 9:00-20:30. See here.


▲Casa Batlló Gaudí-designed home topped with fanciful dragon-inspired roof. Hours: Daily 9:00-21:00. See here.


▲Fundació Joan Miró World’s best collection of works by Catalan modern artist Joan Miró and his contemporaries. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-20:00 (Nov-March until 18:00), Thu until 21:00, Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Mon. See here.


▲Magic Fountains Lively fountain spectacle. Hours: May-Sept Thu-Sun 21:00-23:00, Oct-April Fri-Sat 19:00-20:30. See here.


▲Barcelona’s Beaches Fun-filled, man-made beach reaching from the harbor to the Fòrum. Hours: Always open. See here.







“You’re Not in Spain, You’re in Catalunya!”


You may see this popular nationalistic refrain on T-shirts or stickers around town. Catalunya is not the land of bullfighting and flamenco that many visitors envision when they think of Spain (visit Madrid or Sevilla for those).


Catalunya, with Barcelona as its capital, has its own language, history, and culture. Its eight million people have a proud, independent spirit. Historically, Catalunya (“Cataluña” in Spanish, sometimes spelled “Catalonia” in English) has often been at odds with the central Spanish government in Madrid. The Catalan language and culture were discouraged or even outlawed at various times in history, as Catalunya often chose the wrong side in wars and rebellions against the kings in Madrid. In the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), Catalunya was one of the last pockets of democratic resistance against the military coup of fascist dictator Francisco Franco, who punished the region with four decades of repression. During that time, the Catalan flag was banned—but locals vented their national spirit by flying their football team’s flag instead.


Reminders of royal and Franco-era suppression live on in Barcelona’s landmarks. Citadel Park (Parc de la Ciutadella) was originally a much-despised military citadel, constructed in the 18th century to keep locals in line. The Castle of Montjuïc has been the site of numerous political executions, including hundreds during the Franco era. Today, many Catalans favor breaking away from Spain, but the central government has vowed to block secession. Time will tell.


To see Catalan culture, look for the sardana dance or an exhibition of castellers (both described on here). The main symbol of Catalunya is the dragon, which was slain by St. George (“Jordi” in Catalan)—the region’s patron saint. You’ll find dragons all over Barcelona, along with the Catalan flag—called the Senyera—with four horizontal red stripes on a gold field.


After the end of the Franco era in the mid-1970s, the Catalan language made a huge comeback. Schools are now required by law to conduct classes in Catalan; most children learn Catalan first and Spanish second. While all Barcelonans still speak Spanish, nearly all understand Catalan, three-quarters speak Catalan, and half can write it.


Here are the essential Catalan phrases:








	English

	Catalan

	Pronounced






	Hello

	Hola

	OH-lah






	Please

	Si us plau

	see oos plow






	Thank you

	Gracies

	GRAH-see-es






	Goodbye

	Adéu

	ah-DAY-oo






	Long live Catalunya!

	¡Visca Catalunya!

	BEE-skah kah-tah-LOON-yah









When finding your way, these words and place names will come in handy:








	exit

	sortida

	sor-TEE-dah






	square

	plaça

	PLAS-sah






	street

	carrer

	kah-REHR






	boulevard

	passeig

	PAH-sage






	avenue

	avinguda

	ah-veen-GOO-dah









Here’s how to pronounce the city’s major landmarks:








	Plaça de Catalunya

	PLAS-sah duh kah-tah-LOON-yah






	Eixample

	eye-SHAM-plah






	Passeig de Gràcia

	PAH-sage duh grass-EE-ah






	Catedral

	KAH-tah-dral






	Barri Gòtic

	BAH-ree GOH-teek






	Montjuïc

	mohn-jew-EEK












Skip the Barcelona Card and the Barcelona Card Express, which cover public transportation and include free admission to mostly minor sights, with only small discounts on some major sights (Barcelona Card—€45/3 days, €55/4 days, €60/5 days; Barcelona Card Express—€20/2 days; sold at TIs and El Corte Inglés department stores, www.barcelonaturisme.com).


Tours


The handy hop-on, hop-off Tourist Bus (Bus Turístic), which departs from Plaça de Catalunya, offers three multistop circuits in double-decker buses, all with headphone commentary. The two-hour blue route covers north Barcelona (most Gaudí sights, departs from El Corte Inglés). The two-hour red route covers south Barcelona (Barri Gòtic and Montjuïc, departs from the west—Ramblas—side of the square). A short 40-minute green route covers the beaches in summer (1 day-€27, 2 days-€38; buy on bus, from TI, or online; offers small discounts on major sights; daily 9:00-20:00 in summer, off-season until 19:00, buses run every 10-25 minutes, www.barcelonabusturistic.cat).


Reliable Runner Bean Tours offer 2.5-hour walks covering the Old City and Gaudí, as well as night tours, family walks, and more (tours depart from Plaça Reial daily at 11:00 year-round, plus daily at 16:30 in April-mid-Oct, mobile 636-108-776, www.runnerbeantours.com). Discover Walks leads similar tours focusing on Gaudí, the Ramblas, and Barri Gòtic, along with other offerings; see website for schedule (about €19, www.discoverwalks.com, tel. 931-816-810).


Food tours, lasting about three hours, make several informative, fun stops for tastings in a characteristic neighborhood. Consider The Barcelona Taste (€80/person, Tue-Sat, run by US expats, www.thebarcelonataste.com) or Food Lovers Company (€90/person Mon-Sat, www.foodloverscompany.com). Cook & Taste offers daily cooking classes (€65/person, www.cookandtaste.com).
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The Barcelona Guide Bureau is a co-op with about 20 local guides. Tour options include day trips outside the city to Montserrat and Figures (customized tours-€102/person for 2, €53/person for 4, Via Laietana 54, tel. 932-682-422, www.barcelonaguidebureau.com).


Helpful Hints


Theft and Safety: You’re more likely to be pickpocketed here—especially on the Ramblas—than about anywhere else in Europe. Most crime is nonviolent, but muggings do occur. Leave valuables in your hotel and wear a money belt.


Street scams are easy to avoid if you recognize them. Most common is the too-friendly local who tries to engage you in conversation by asking for the time or whether you speak English. If a friendly man acts drunk and wants to dance, he’s a pickpocket. Beware of thieves posing as lost tourists who ask for your help. Don’t fall for street-gambling shell games. Beware of groups of women aggressively selling carnations, people offering to clean off a stain from your shirt, and so on.


Some areas feel seedy and can be unsafe after dark. Avoid the southern part of the Barri Gòtic (basically the two or three blocks directly south and east of Plaça Reial—though the strip near the Carrer de la Mercè tapas bars is better). Don’t venture too deep into the Raval (just west of the Ramblas).


Internet Access: The free city network, Barcelona Wi-Fi, has hundreds of hotspots around town; look for the blue diamond-shaped sign with a big “W” (see www.bcn.cat/barcelonawifi).


Baggage Storage: Locker Barcelona is located near Hotel Denit. Pay for the day and access your locker as many times as you want. You can also leave bags overnight (€3.50-11 depending on locker size, daily 9:00-21:00, Carrer Estruc 36, tel. 933-028-796, www.lockerbarcelona.com).


BARCELONA WALKS


My two self-guided walks will help you explore the old town—down the main boulevard (“The Ramblas Ramble”) and through the cathedral neighborhood (“Barri Gòtic Walk”). [image: Image] My free Barcelona City Walk audio tour covers the Ramblas (in part), the Barri Gòtic, and the El Born neighborhood.


The Ramblas Ramble


For more than a century, this walk down Barcelona’s pedestrian-only boulevard has drawn locals and visitors alike for the best people-watching in town. Raft the river of Barcelonan life, passing a grand opera house, elegant cafés, flower stands, artists, street mimes, con men, prostitutes, people charging more for a shoeshine than what you paid for the shoes.


The Ramblas is a one-hour, level stroll that goes from Plaça de Catalunya to the waterfront, with an easy return by the Metro. The word “Ramblas” is plural; the street is actually a succession of five separately named segments. But street signs and addresses treat it as a single long street—“La Rambla,” singular.


• Start your ramble on Plaça de Catalunya, at the top of the Ramblas.



1 Plaça de Catalunya M



Dotted with fountains, statues, and pigeons, and ringed by grand Art Deco buildings, this plaza is Barcelona’s center. The square’s straight lines are a reaction to the curves of Modernisme (which predominates in the Eixample district, just north of the square). Plaça de Catalunya is the hub for the Metro, bus, airport shuttle, and Tourist Bus. It’s where Barcelona congregates to watch soccer matches on the big screen, to demonstrate, to celebrate, and to enjoy concerts and festivals. More than half of the eight million Catalans live in greater Barcelona; this is their Times Square.
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Ramblas Ramble Map Key


1 Plaça de Catalunya


2 Fountain of Canaletes


3 Rambla of the Little Birds


4 Betlem Church


5 Rambla of Flowers


6 La Boqueria Market


7 Heart of the Ramblas (Liceu)


8 Plaça Reial


9 Raval Neighborhood


10 Columbus Monument


11 Waterfront





The 12-acre square links the narrow streets of old Barcelona with the broad boulevards of the newer city. Four great thoroughfares radiate from here. The Ramblas is the popular pedestrian promenade. Passeig de Gràcia has fashionable shops and cafés (and traffic). Rambla de Catalunya is equally fashionable but cozier and more pedestrian-friendly. Shopper-friendly and traffic-free Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel leads to the Barri Gòtic.


At the Ramblas end of the square, the odd, inverted-staircase monument represents the shape of Catalunya and honors one of its former presidents, Francesc Macià i Llussà, who declared independence for the breakaway region in 1931. (It didn’t stick.) Sculptor Josep Maria Subirachs, whose work you’ll see at the Sagrada Família, designed it.


Venerable Café Zürich, just across the street from the monument, is a popular rendezvous spot. Homesick Americans might prefer the nearby Hard Rock Café. The giant El Corte Inglés department store (on the northeast side) has just about anything you might need.


• Cross the street and head down the Ramblas. To get oriented, pause 20 yards down, at the ornate lamppost with a fountain as its base (on the right, near #129).



2 Fountain of Canaletes M



The black-and-gold fountain has been a local favorite for more than a century. When Barcelona tore down its medieval wall and transformed the Ramblas into an elegant promenade, this fountain was one of its early attractions. Legend says that a drink from the fountain ensures that you’ll come back to Barcelona one day. Watch tourists struggle with the awkwardly high water pressure. It’s still a popular rendezvous spot.
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Plaça de Catalunya





Get your bearings for our upcoming stroll. You’ll see the following features here and all along the way:


The wavy tile work of the pavers underfoot represents the stream that once flowed here. Rambla means “stream” in Arabic. Look up to see the city’s characteristic shallow balconies. The plane trees lining the boulevard are known for their hardiness in urban settings. These deciduous trees let in maximum sun in the winter and provide maximum shade in the summer.


Nearby, notice the chairs fixed to the sidewalk at jaunty angles. At one time, you’d pay to rent a chair for the view of passersby. Enjoy these chairs—you’ll find virtually no public benches or other seating farther down the Ramblas, only cafés that serve beer and sangria in just one expensive size: gigante.


• Continue strolling.


All along the Ramblas are 24-hour newsstands. Among their souvenirs, you’ll see soccer paraphernalia, especially the scarlet-and-blue of FC Barcelona (known as “Barça”). The team is owned by its more than 170,000 “members”—fans who buy season tickets, which come with a share of ownership. Their motto, “More than a club” (Mes que un club), suggests that Barça represents not only athletic prowess but the Catalan cultural identity. This comes to a head during a match nicknamed “El Clásico,” in which they face their bitter rivals, Real Madrid (whom many fans view as stand-ins for Castilian cultural chauvinism).


Walk 100 yards farther to #115 and the venerable Royal Academy of Science and Arts building (now home to a theater). Look up: The clock high on the facade marks official Barcelona time—synchronize. The TI kiosk right on the Ramblas is a handy stop for any questions. The Carrefour supermarket just behind it (at #113) has cheap groceries (daily 10:00-22:00).


• You’re now standing at the...
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Subirachs sculpture on Plaça de Catalunya






3 Rambla of the Little Birds M



Traditionally, kids brought their parents here to buy pets, especially on Sundays. Today, only one of the traditional pet kiosks survives—there’s not a bird in sight. You’ll find bird-related pet supplies and recorded chirping.


• At #122 (the big, modern Citadines Hotel on the left, just behind the pet kiosk), take a 100-yard detour through a passageway marked Passatge de la Ramblas to a restored...


Roman Necropolis: Look down and imagine a 2,000-year-old tomb-lined road. Outside the walls of Roman cities, tombs typically lined the roads leading into town. Emperor Augustus spent time in modern-day Spain conquering new land, so the Romans incorporated Hispania into the empire’s infrastructure. This road, Via Augusta, led into the Roman port of Barcino (today’s highway to France still follows the route laid out by this Roman thoroughfare).


• Return to the Ramblas and continue 100 yards or so to the next street, Carrer de la Portaferrissa (across from the big church). Turn left a few steps and look right to see the decorative tile over a fountain still in use by locals. The scene shows the original city wall with the gate that once stood here. Now cross the boulevard to the front of the big church.
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4 Betlem Church M



This church is dedicated to Bethlehem, and for centuries locals have flocked here at Christmastime to see Nativity scenes.


The church’s sloping roofline, ball-topped pinnacles, corkscrew columns, and scrolls above the entrance all identify it as 17th-century Baroque. The Baroque style is unusual in Barcelona because it missed out on several centuries of architectural development. Barcelona enjoyed two heydays: during the medieval period (before the Renaissance) and during the turn of the 20th century (after Baroque). In between those periods, from about 1500 until 1850, the city’s importance dropped—first, New World discoveries shifted lucrative trade to ports on the Atlantic, and then the Spanish crown kept unruly Catalunya on a short leash.


For a sweet treat, head around to the narrow lane on the far side of the church (running parallel to the Ramblas) to Café Granja Viader, which has specialized in baked and dairy delights since 1870. Step inside to see Viader family photos and early posters advertising Cacaolat—the local chocolate milk Barcelonans love. (For other sugary treats nearby, follow “A Short, Sweet Walk” on here.)


• Continue down the boulevard, through the stretch called the...



5 Rambla of Flowers M



This colorful block is lined with flower stands. Besides admiring the blossoms on display, gardeners covet the seeds sold here for varieties of radishes, greens, peppers, and beans seldom seen in the US—including the iconic green Padrón pepper. (If you buy seeds, you’re obligated to declare them at US customs when returning home.) On the left, at #100, Gimeno sells cigars. Step inside and appreciate the dying art of cigar boxes.


If you are interested in dance or musical events, tickets are available at the cultural center at Palau de la Virreina at Ramblas 99, on your right.


• Continue to the Metro stop marked by the red M. At #91 (on the right) is the arcaded entrance to Barcelona’s covered market, La Boqueria. If this main entry is choked with visitors (as it often is), you can skirt around to a side entrance, one block in either direction (look for the round arches that mark passages into the market colonnade).



6 La Boqueria Market M



This lively market hall is an explosion of chicken legs, bags of live snails, stiff fish, delicious oranges, odd odors, and sleeping dogs. The best day for a visit is Saturday, when the market is thriving. It’s closed on Sundays, and locals avoid it on Mondays, when it’s open but (they believe) vendors are selling items that aren’t necessarily fresh—especially seafood, since fishermen stay home on Sundays.


While tourists are drawn to the area around the main entry (below the colorful stained-glass sign), locals know that the stalls up front pay the highest rent—and therefore inflate their prices and cater to out-of-towners. For example, the juice bars along the main drag charge more than those a couple of aisles to the right.


Stop by the Pinotxo Bar—just inside the market, under the sign, and snap a photo of animated Juan giving a thumbs-up for your camera. Juan and his family are busy feeding shoppers. The stools nearby are a fine perch for enjoying both coffee and people-watching.


The market and lanes nearby are busy with tempting little eateries (see here). Drop by a café for an espresso con leche or tortilla española (potato omelet). Once you get past the initial gauntlet, do some exploring.


The produce stands show off seasonal fruits and vegetables. The fishmonger stalls could double as a marine biology lab. Fish is sold whole—local shoppers like to look their dinner in the eye to be sure it’s fresh. At meat stands, full legs of jamón (ham)—some costing upwards of €200—tempt the Spaniards who so love this local delicacy. You’ll see many types of chorizo (red spicy sausage). Huevos del toro are bull testicles—surprisingly inexpensive...and oh so good.


• Head back out to the street and continue down the Ramblas.


You’re skirting the western boundary of the old Barri Gòtic. As you walk, glance to the left through a modern cutaway arch for a glimpse of the medieval church tower of Santa Maria del Pi, a popular venue for guitar concerts. This also marks Plaça del Pi and a great shopping street, Carrer Petritxol, which runs parallel to the Ramblas.


At the corner directly opposite the modern archway, find the Escribà bakery, with its fine Modernista facade and interior (look for the Antigua Casa Figueras sign over the doorway). Notice the mosaics of twining plants, the stained-glass peacock, and woodwork. In the sidewalk in front of the door, a plaque dates the building to 1902.


• After another block, you reach the Liceu Metro station, marking the...



7 Heart of the Ramblas M



At the Liceu Metro station’s elevators, the Ramblas widens into a small, lively square (Plaça de la Boqueria). Liceu marks the midpoint of the Ramblas, halfway between Plaça de Catalunya and the waterfront.
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Chinese dragon ornament
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Joan Miró’s mosaic
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Plaça Reial
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La Boqueria Market
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Columbus monument
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Palau Güell





Underfoot in the center of the Ramblas, find the red-white-yellow-and-blue mosaic by homegrown abstract artist Joan Miró. The mosaic’s black arrow represents an anchor, a reminder of the city’s attachment to the sea. Miró’s colorful designs are found all over the city, from murals to mobiles to the La Caixa bank logo. The best place in Barcelona to see his work is in the Fundació Joan Miró.


The surrounding buildings have playful ornamentation typical of the city. The Chinese dragon holding a lantern (at #82) decorates a former umbrella shop (notice the umbrella mosaics high up). The dragon is a symbol of Catalan pride for its connection to local patron saint, dragon-slayer St. George (Jordi).


Hungry? Swing around the back of the umbrella shop to Taverna Basca Irati (a block up Carrer del Cardenal Casanyes), one of many user-friendly tapas bars in town. Instead of ordering, just grab or point to what looks good on the display platters, then pay per piece.


Back on the Ramblas, a few steps down (on the right) is the Liceu Opera House (Gran Teatre del Liceu), which hosts world-class opera, dance, and theater (box office around the right side, open Mon-Fri 13:30-20:00). Opposite the opera house is Café de l’Opera (#74), an elegant stop for an expensive beverage. This bustling café, with Modernista decor and a historic atmosphere, has been open since 1929, even during the Spanish Civil War.


• We’ve seen the best stretch of the Ramblas; to cut this walk short, you could catch the Metro back to Plaça de Catalunya. Otherwise, let’s continue to the port. The wide, straight street that crosses the Ramblas in another 30 yards (Carrer de Ferran) leads left to Plaça de Sant Jaume, the government center.


Head down the Ramblas another 50 yards (to #46), and turn left down an arcaded lane (Carrer de Colom) to the square called...



8 Plaça Reial M



Dotted with palm trees, surrounded by an arcade, and ringed by yellow buildings with white Neoclassical trim, this elegant square has a colonial ambience. It comes complete with old-fashioned taverns, modern bars with patio seating, and a Sunday coin-and-stamp market (10:00-14:00). Completing the picture are Gaudí’s first public works—the two colorful helmeted lampposts. The square is a lively hangout by day or night (though the small streets stretching toward the water from the square can be sketchy). To just relax over a drink, the Ocaña cocktail bar is a good bet.


• Head back out to the Ramblas.


Across the boulevard, a half-block detour down Carrer Nou de la Rambla brings you to Palau Güell (on the left, at #3), the first of Antoni Gaudí’s Modernista buildings, built 1886-1890. The two parabolic-arch doorways and elaborate wrought-iron work signal his emerging nonlinear style. Palau Güell offers an informative look at a Gaudí interior (see here).


• Proceed along the Ramblas.



9 Raval Neighborhood M



The neighborhood on the right-hand side of this stretch of the Ramblas is El Raval. In the last century, this was a rough neighborhood, frequented by sailors, prostitutes, and poor immigrants. Today, it’s becoming gentrified, but the back streets can be edgy.


Along this part of the Ramblas, you’ll often see surreal human statues. These performers—with creative and elaborate costumes—must audition and register with the city government; only 15 can work along the Ramblas at any one time. To enliven your Ramblas ramble, stroll with a pocketful of small change. As you wander downhill, drop coins into their cans (the money often kicks the statues into entertaining gear). But remember, wherever people stop to gawk, pickpockets are at work.


You’re also likely to see some old-fashioned shell games in this part of town. Stand back and observe these nervous no-necks at work. They swish around their little boxes, making sure to show you the pea. Their shills play and win. Then, in hopes of making easy money, fools lose big time.


Near the bottom of the Ramblas, take note of the Drassanes Metro stop, which can take you back to Plaça de Catalunya when you’re ready. The skyscraper to the right of the Ramblas is the Edificio Colón. Built in 1970, the 28-story structure was Barcelona’s first high-rise. Near the skyscraper is the Maritime Museum, housed in what were the city’s giant medieval shipyards.


• Up ahead is the...



10 Columbus Monument M



The 200-foot column honors Christopher Columbus, who came to Barcelona in 1493 after journeying to America. It was erected for the 1888 Universal Exposition, an international fair that helped vault a surging Barcelona onto the world stage.


It’s ironic that Barcelona celebrates Columbus; his discoveries started 300 years of decline for the city, as Europe began to face West (the Atlantic and the New World) rather than East (the Mediterranean and the Orient). Within a few decades of Columbus, Barcelona had become a depressed backwater, and it didn’t rebound until events like the 1888 Expo cemented its comeback.


A tiny elevator ascends to the top of the monument, lifting visitors to an observation area for fine panoramas over the city (€4.50, daily 8:30-20:30, last entry 30 minutes before closing, entrance/ticket desk in TI inside the base of the monument).


• Scoot across the busy traffic circle to survey the…



11 Waterfront M



Stand on the boardwalk (between the modern bridge and the kiosks selling harbor cruises), and survey Barcelona’s bustling maritime zone. Although the city is one of Europe’s top 10 ports, with many busy industrial harbors and several cruise terminals, this low-impact stretch of seafront is clean, fresh, and people-friendly.
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Modernista port authority building and the Old Port





As you face the water, the frilly yellow building to your left is the fanciful Modernista-style port-authority building. The wooden pedestrian bridge jutting straight out into the harbor is a modern extension of the Ramblas. Called La Rambla de Mar (“Rambla of the Sea”), the bridge swings out to allow boat traffic into the marina; when closed, the footpath leads to an entertainment and shopping complex. Just to your right are the golondrinas—harbor cruise boats, (€7.20-15, daily on the hour 11:30-19:00, more in summer, fewer in winter, tel. 934-423-106, www.lasgolondrinas.com), which can be fun if you love to be out on the water (though the views from the harbor aren’t great).


• Turn left and walk 100 yards along the promenade between the port authority and the harbor.


This delightful promenade is part of Barcelona’s Old Port (Port Vell). The port’s pleasant sailboat marina is completely enclosed by a modern complex with the Maremagnum shopping mall, an IMAX cinema, and a huge aquarium. Along the promenade is a moored historic schooner, the Santa Eulália (part of the Maritime Museum; €3 for entry without museum visit, Tue-Sun 10:00-20:30 except Sat when it opens at 14:00, Nov-March until 17:30, closed Mon). On a sunny day, it’s fun to walk the length of the promenade to the iconic Barcelona Head sculpture (by American artist Roy Lichtenstein, not quite visible from here), which puts you right at the edge of El Born.


From here, you can also pick out some of Barcelona’s more distant charms. The triangular spit of land across the harbor is Barceloneta. This densely populated community was custom-built to house fishermen and sailors whose traditional neighborhood in El Born was razed so Philip V could build a military citadel there in the 18th century. Today’s Barceloneta is popular for its easy access to a gorgeous stretch of sandy beaches (on the other side of the Barceloneta peninsula).


Looking back toward the Columbus Monument, you’ll see in the distance the majestic, 570-foot bluff of Montjuïc, a parklike setting dotted with sights and museums (see here; to get there, ride the Metro from Drassanes one stop to the Paral-lel stop, then take the funicular up).


• Your ramble is over. If it’s a nice day, consider strolling the promenade and looping back around on La Rambla del Mar. Or maybe dip into El Born. If you’re truly on vacation, walk through Barceloneta to the beach.


To get to other points in town, your best bet is to backtrack to the Drassanes Metro stop, at the bottom of the Ramblas. Alternatively, you can catch buses #14 or #59 from along the top of the promenade back to Plaça de Catalunya.


Barri Gòtic Walk


The Barri Gòtic (Gothic Quarter) is a bustling world of shops, bars, and nightlife packed into narrow, winding lanes and undiscovered courtyards. This is Barcelona’s birthplace—where the ancient Romans built a city, where medieval Christians built their cathedral, where Jews gathered together, and where Barcelonans lived within a ring of protective walls until the 1850s, when the city expanded.


Today “El Gòtic” is a grab bag of grand squares, Art Nouveau storefronts, Thursday flea markets, antique and junk shops, and street musicians. In the center of it all is the cathedral, surrounded by other legacy sights from the city’s 2,000-year history. Use this walk to get the lay of the land, then explore the shopping streets nearby.


• Start on Barcelona’s grand main square, Plaça de Catalunya. From the northeast corner (between the giant El Corte Inglés department store and the Banco de España), head down the broad pedestrian boulevard called...
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Barri Gotic Walk Map Key


1 Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel


2 Church of Santa Anna


3 Els Quatre Gats Rest.


4 Fountain


5 Plaça Nova


6 Cathedral


7 Casa de l’Ardiaca


8 Monument to the Martyrs of Independence


9 Plaça Sant Felip Neri


10 Jewish Quarter


11 Carrer del Bisbe Bridge


12 Plaça de Sant Jaume


13 Roman Temple of Augustus


14 Plaça del Rei


15 Barcelona History Museum






1 Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel M



For much of Barcelona’s history, this was a major city gate. A medieval wall enclosed the city, and there was an entrance here—the “Gate of the Angel” that gives the street its name. It was thought that the angel statue atop the gate kept the city safe from plagues and bid voyagers safe journey as they left the city.


Today, the pedestrians-only street is choked with shoppers cruising through some of the most expensive retail space in town. It’s globalized and sanitized, with high-end Spanish and international chains, but a handful of local businesses survive. At the first corner (at #21), a green sign marks Planelles Donat—long appreciated for ice cream, sweet turró (or turrón in Spanish, almond candy), refreshing orxata (or horchata, almond-flavored drink), and granissat (or granizado, ice slush).


• A block farther down, pause at Carrer de Santa Anna to admire the Art Nouveau awning at another El Corte Inglés department store. Take a half-block detour to the right on Carrer de Santa Anna to the doorway at #29 (on the right), which leads into to the pleasant, flower-fragrant courtyard of the...



2 Church of Santa Anna M



This 12th-century gem, which used to be part of a convent, has a fine cloister—an arcaded walkway around a leafy courtyard (viewable to the left of the church). Climb the modern stairs for views of the bell tower. Inside, you’ll see a bare Romanesque interior and Greek-cross floor plan, topped with an octagonal wooden roof. The door at the far end of the nave leads to the cloister (€2, church generally open Mon-Fri 11:00-19:00, closed Sat-Sun).


As you head back to the main drag, you’ll pass—a few doors down—a condom shop on your left. It advertises (to men with ample self-esteem): Para los pequeños placeres de la vida (“For the little pleasures in life”).


• Backtrack to Avinguda Portal de l’Angel. At Carrer de Montsió (on the left), opposite the Zara store, side-trip a half-block to...



3 Els Quatre Gats M



This restaurant (at #3) is a historic monument, tourist attraction, nightspot, and eatery. It’s famous as the bohemian hangout where Picasso nursed drinks with friends and had his first one-man show (in 1900). The building itself, by prominent architect Josep Puig i Cadafalch, is Neo-Gothic Modernisme, inspired by the Paris bohemian intellectual scene. While you can have a snack, meal, or drink here, if you just want to admire the menu cover art—originally painted by Picasso—and take a look around, ask “Solo mirar, por favor?”


• Return to and continue down Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel. In a square on the left is a rack of city loaner bikes, part of the popular and successful “Bicing” program designed to reduce car traffic (available only to Barcelona residents). You’ll soon reach a fork in the road and a building with a...
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4 Fountain M



The blue-and-yellow tilework, a circa-1918 addition to this even older fountain, depicts ladies carrying jugs of water. In the 17th century, this was the last watering stop for horses before leaving town. As recently as 1940, about 10 percent of Barcelonans got their water from fountains like this.


• You may feel the pull of wonderful little shops down the street to the right. But take the left fork, down Carrer dels Arcs.


Pause after a few steps at the yellow La Caixa ATM (on the right, under the terrace). Touch the screen to see various languages pop up—in addition to English, French, and German, you’ll see the four languages of Spain and their flags: Català (Catalan; thin red-and-gold stripes), Galego (Galicia, in northwest Spain; white with a diagonal blue slash), Castellano (Español or Spanish; broad red, yellow, and red bands), and Euskara (Basque; red, green, and white). Fiercely proud of its own customs and language, Catalunya is in solidarity with other small ethnic groups.


Just past the ATM, you’ll pass the Reial Cercle Artistic Museum, a private collection of Dalí’s work sculptures that’s fun for fans of Surrealism. Don’t miss the smaller rooms with additional artworks that are behind the red curtains inside (€10, daily 10:00-22:00).


• Enter the large square called...



5 Plaça Nova M



Two bold Roman towers flank the main street. These once guarded the entrance gate of the ancient Roman city of Barcino. The big stones that make up the base of the reconstructed towers are actually Roman. Near the base of the left tower, modern bronze letters spell out “BARCINO.” The city’s name may have come from Barca, one of Hannibal’s generals, who is said to have passed through during Hannibal’s roundabout invasion of Italy. At Barcino’s peak, the Roman wall (see the section stretching to the left of the towers) was 25 feet high and a mile around, with 74 towers. It enclosed a population of 4,000.


One of the towers has a bit of reconstructed Roman aqueduct (notice the stream bed on top). In ancient times, bridges of stone carried fresh water from the distant hillsides into the walled city.


Opposite the towers is the modern Catalan College of Architects building (Collegi d’Arquitectes de Barcelona, TI inside), which is, ironically for a city with so much great architecture, quite ugly. The frieze was designed by Picasso (1962) in his distinctive simplified style, showing Catalan traditions: shipping, music, the sardana dance, bullfighting, and branch-waving kings and children celebrating a festival. Picasso spent his formative years (1895-1904, ages 14-23) here in the old town. He frequented brothels a few blocks from here on Carrer d’Avinyó (“Avignon”)—which inspired his influential Cubist painting Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.
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Picasso frieze on the Catalan College building





• Immediately to the left as you face the Picasso frieze, Carrer de la Palla is an inviting shopping street (and the starting point of my “Barri Gòtic Shopping Stroll”; see here). But let’s head left through Plaça Nova and take in the mighty facade of the...



6 Cathedral of Barcelona M



While this location has been a center of Christian worship since the fourth century, what you see today dates mainly from the 14th century, with a 19th-century Neo-Gothic facade. The facade is a virtual catalog of Gothic motifs: a pointed arch over the entrance, robed statues, tracery in windows, gargoyles, and bell towers with winged angels. This Gothic variation is called French Flamboyant (meaning “flame-like”), and the roofline sports the prickly spires meant to give the impression of a church flickering with spiritual fires. The area in front of the cathedral is where Barcelonans dance the sardana (see here).


The cathedral’s interior—with its vast size, peaceful cloister, and many ornate chapels—is worth a visit (see here). If you interrupt this tour and visit the cathedral now, you’ll exit from the cloister a block down Carrer del Bisbe. From there you can circle back to the right to visit stop #7—or skip #7 and step directly into stop #8.


• As you stand in the square facing the cathedral, look far to your left to see the multicolored, wavy canopy marking the roofline of the Santa Caterina Market. The busy street between here and the market—called Via Laietana—is the boundary between the Barri Gòtic and the funkier, edgier El Born neighborhood.


For now, return to the Roman towers. Pass between the towers to head up Carrer del Bisbe, and take an immediate left, up the ramp to the entrance of...



7 Casa de l’Ardiaca M



It’s free to enter this mansion, formerly the archdeacon’s residence and now the city archives. The elaborate doorway is Renaissance. Enter a small courtyard with a fountain, then step inside the lobby (often featuring free temporary exhibits). Go through the archway at the left end of the lobby and look down into the stairwell at the back side of the ancient Roman wall. Back in the courtyard, climb the balcony for views of the cathedral steeple, gargoyles, and the small Romanesque chapel (on the right)—the only surviving 13th-century bit of the cathedral.


• Return to Carrer del Bisbe and turn left. After a few steps, you reach a small square with a bronze statue ensemble.



8 Monument to the Martyrs of Independence M



Five Barcelona patriots—including two priests—calmly receive their last rites before being strangled for resisting Napoleon’s occupation of Spain in the early 19th century. They’d been outraged by French atrocities in Madrid (depicted in Goya’s famous Third of May painting in Madrid’s Prado Museum). According to the plaque marking their mortal remains, these martyrs gave their lives in 1809 “por Dios, por la Patria, y por el Rey”—for God, country, and king.


The plaza offers interesting views of the cathedral’s towers. Opposite the square is the “back door” entrance to the cathedral (through the cloister; relatively uncrowded and open sporadically).


• Exit the square down tiny Carrer de Montjuïc del Bisbe (to the right as you face the martyrs). This leads to the cute...



9 Plaça Sant Felip Neri M



This square serves as the playground of an elementary school and is often bursting with energetic kids speaking Catalan (just a generation ago, this would have been illegal). The Church of Sant Felip Neri, which Gaudí attended, is still pockmarked with bomb damage from the Spanish Civil War. As a stronghold of democratic, anti-Franco forces, Barcelona saw a lot of fighting. A plaque on the wall (left of church door) honors the 42 killed—mostly children—in a 1938 aerial bombardment.
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Cathedral of Barcelona
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Roman towers on Plaça Nova
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Carrer del Bisbe Bridge
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Church of Sant Felip Neri
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Monument to the Martyrs of Independence
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Architectural detail, Casa de l’Ardiaca





The buildings here were paid for by the craft guilds that powered the local economy (notice the decorative carved reliefs high above that represent their handiwork). To the right of the arch where you entered the square, look for shoe reliefs above the windows. This was the former home of the shoemakers’ guild.


• Exit the square past the fun Sabater Hermanos artisanal soap shop, and head down Carrer de Sant Felip Neri. At the T-intersection, turn right onto Carrer de Sant Sever, then immediately left on Carrer de Sant Domènec del Call (look for the blue El Call sign). You’ve entered the...



10 Jewish Quarter (El Call) M



In Catalan, a Jewish quarter goes by the name El Call—literally “narrow passage,” for the tight lanes where medieval Jews were forced to live, under the watchful eye of the nearby cathedral. At the peak of Barcelona’s El Call, some 4,000 Jews were crammed into just a few alleys in this neighborhood.


Walk down Carrer de Sant Domènec del Call, passing through the charming little square (a gap cleared by another civil war bomb) where you will find a rust-colored sign displaying a map of the Jewish Quarter. Take the next lane to the right (Carrer de Marlet). On the right (#5) is the low-profile entrance to what was likely Barcelona’s main synagogue during the Middle Ages (Antigua Sinagoga Mayor, €2.50 entry includes a little tour by the attendant if you ask; Sun 10:30-15:00, Mon-Fri 10:30-18:30, closed Sat, shorter hours off-season, www.calldebarcelona.org). The sparse interior includes access to two small subterranean rooms with Roman walls topped by a medieval Catalan vault.


• At the synagogue, start back the way you came, continuing straight as the street becomes Carrer de la Fruita. At the T-intersection, turn left, then right, to find your way back to the Martyrs Statue. From here, turn right down Carrer del Bisbe to the...



11 Carrer del Bisbe Bridge M



This structure connects the Catalan government building (on the right) with the Catalan president’s ceremonial residence (on the left). Though the bridge looks medieval, it was constructed in the 1920s by Catalan architect Joan Rubió, who also carved the ornamentation on the buildings.


The delicate facade a few steps farther down on the right marks the 15th-century entry to the government palace.


• Continue along Carrer del Bisbe to...



12 Plaça de Sant Jaume M



This stately central square of the Barri Gòtic takes its name from the Church of St. James (in Catalan: Jaume, JOW-mah) that once stood here.


Set at the intersection of ancient Barcino’s main thoroughfares, this square was once a Roman forum. In that sense, it’s been the seat of city government for 2,000 years. Today it’s home to the two top governmental buildings in Catalunya: Palau de la Generalitat and, across from it, the Barcelona City Hall.


For more than six centuries, the Palau de la Generalitat (to your immediate right as you enter the square) has housed the offices of the autonomous government of Catalunya. It flies the Catalan flag next to the obligatory Spanish one. Above the doorway is Catalunya’s patron saint—St. George (Jordi), slaying the dragon. From these balconies, the nation’s leaders (and soccer heroes) greet the people on momentous days. The square is often the site of demonstrations, from a single aggrieved citizen with a megaphone to riotous thousands.


Look left and right down the main streets branching off the square; they’re lined with ironwork streetlamps and balconies draped with plants. Carrer de Ferran, which leads to the Ramblas, is classic Barcelona.


• Facing the Generalitat, exit the square going up the second street to the right of the building, on tiny Carrer del Paradís. Follow this street as it turns right. When it swings left, pause at #10, the entrance to the...



13 Roman Temple of Augustus M



You’re standing at the summit of Mont Tàber, the Barri Gòtic’s highest spot. A plaque on the wall reads: “Mont Tàber, 16.9 meters” (elevation 55 feet). A millstone inlaid in the pavement at the doorstep of #10 also marks the spot. Here the ancient Romans founded the town of Barcino around 15 B.C. They built a castrum (fort) on the hilltop, protecting the harbor.


Go inside for a peek at the last vestiges of the imposing Roman Temple of Augustus (free, daily 10:00-19:00 except Mon until 14:00, good English info on-site, Carrer del Paradís 10, tel. 933-152-311). All that’s left now are four columns and some fragments of the transept and its plinth. The huge columns are as old as Barcelona itself, dating from the late first century B.C. They were part of a temple dedicated to the Emperor Augustus, who was worshipped as a god. These Corinthian columns were the back corner of a 120-foot-long temple that extended from here to Barcino’s forum.
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Roman Temple of Augustus





• Continue down Carrer del Paridís one block. When you bump into the back end of the cathedral, take a right, and go downhill a block (down Carrer de la Pietat/Baixada de Santa Clara) until you emerge into a square called...



14 Plaça del Rei M



The buildings enclosing this square exemplify Barcelona’s medieval past. The central section (topped by a five-story addition) was the core of the Royal Palace (Palau Reial Major). A vast hall on its ground floor once served as the throne room and reception room. From the 13th to the 15th century, the Royal Palace housed Barcelona’s counts as well as the resident kings of Aragon. In 1493, a triumphant Christopher Columbus, accompanied by six New World natives and several gold statues, entered the Royal Palace. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabel welcomed him home, honoring him with the title “Admiral of the Oceans.” To the right is the palace’s church, the 14th-century Chapel of Saint Agatha, which sits atop the foundations of a Roman wall.


• From the square, go downhill onto Carrer del Veguer, where you’ll find the entrance to the...



15 Barcelona History Museum M



This museum primarily contains objects from archaeological digs around Barcelona. But the real highlight is underground, where you can examine excavated Roman ruins (€7, free all day first Sun of month and other Sun from 15:00; open Tue-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun 10:00-20:00, closed Mon; ticket includes English audioguide). For a peek at the Roman streets, look through the low windows lining the street.


• Your walk is over. Get your bearings by backtracking to either Plaça de Sant Jaume or the cathedral. The Jaume I Metro stop is two blocks away (leave the square on Carrer del Veguer and turn left). Or simply wander and enjoy Barcelona at its Gothic best.


SIGHTS


On or near the Ramblas


▲▲THE RAMBLAS


▲LA BOQUERIA MARKET


▲PALAU GÜELL


Map: Central Barcelona


The Barri Gòtic


▲CATHEDRAL OF BARCELONA


▲SARDANA DANCES


El Born


▲▲▲PICASSO MUSEUM (MUSEU PICASSO)


Map: Picasso Museum—First Floor


▲▲PALACE OF CATALAN MUSIC (PALAU DE LA MÚSICA CATALANA)


▲SANTA CATERINA MARKET


▲CHURCH OF SANTA MARIA DEL MAR


The Eixample


Block of Discord


▲CASA BATLLÓ


CASA AMATLLER


▲CASA LLEÓ MORERA


Map: Barcelona’s Eixample


▲▲LA PEDRERA (CASA MILÀ)


▲▲▲SAGRADA FAMÍLIA (HOLY FAMILY CHURCH)


Map: Sagrada Família


Map: Park Güell


Beyond the Eixample


▲▲PARK GÜELL


Montjuïc


▲▲CATALAN ART MUSEUM (MUSEU NACIONAL D’ART DE CATALUNYA)


Map: Montjuïc


▲FUNDACIÓ JOAN MIRÓ


▲MAGIC FOUNTAINS


LAS ARENAS MALL


The Beaches and Nearby


▲BARCELONA’S BEACHES


CITADEL PARK (PARC DE LA CIUTADELLA)


On or near the Ramblas



▲▲THE RAMBLAS



Rife with people-watching opportunities, Barcelona’s most famous boulevard meanders through the heart of the Old City, from Plaça de Catalunya, past the core of the Barri Gòtic, to the harborfront Columbus Monument. Boasting a generous pedestrian strip down the middle, the Ramblas features vibrant flower vendors, costumed “human statues,” and La Boqueria Market. For a self-guided walk, see here.



▲LA BOQUERIA MARKET



Housed in a cool glass-and-steel structure, La Boqueria features a wide variety of edibles that are priced at a premium. Its handy location in the heart of the Old City makes it well worth a visit. For more on the market, see here. For a less touristy market, consider Santa Caterina in El Born (here).


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 8:00-20:00, best on mornings after 9:00, closed Sun, Rambla 91, tel. 933-192-584, www.boqueria.info.



▲PALAU GÜELL



This early mansion by Antoni Gaudí (completed in 1890) shows the architect taking his first tentative steps toward what would become his trademark curvy style. Dark and masculine, with its castle-like rooms, Palau Güell (pronounced “gway”) was custom-built to house the Güell clan and gives an insight into Gaudí’s artistic genius. Despite the eye-catching roof (visible from the street), I’d skip touring the interior of Palau Güell if you plan to see the more interesting La Pedrera (see here).


Cost and Hours: €12, free first Sun of the month, open Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Nov-March until 17:30, closed Mon, last entry one hour before closing, includes audioguide, a half-block off the Ramblas at Carrer Nou de la Rambla 3, Metro: Liceu or Drassanes, tel. 934-725-775, www.palauguell.cat.


Tickets: As with any Gaudí sight, you may encounter lines. Each ticket has an entry time, so at busy times you may have to wait to enter. It’s best to buy advance tickets for a set day and time of your choice, either on-site or online (though the predominantly Catalan website is tricky).


Visiting the House: The parabolic-arch entryways are the first clue that this is not a typical townhouse. For inspiration, Gaudí hung a chain to create a U-shape, then flipped it upside down. The wrought-iron doors were cleverly designed so that those inside could see out, and light from the outside could get in—but not vice versa.


Once inside, an engaging 24-stop audioguide, included with your admission, fills in the details. The Neo-Gothic cellar, with its mushroom pillars, was used as a stable—notice the big carriage doors in the back and the rings on some of the posts used to tie up the horses.


A grand staircase leads to the living space. The intricacy of Gaudí’s design work evokes the complex patterns that decorate great Moorish palaces. Step onto the terrace out back to take a look at the elaborate (and unmistakably organic-looking) bay window.


The tall, atrium-like central hall fills several floors under a parabolic dome. Behind the gilded doors is a personal chapel, which made it easy to convert the hall from a secular space to a religious one.


[image: Image]
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Upstairs are the Güells’ his-and-hers bedrooms, along with a film telling the story of the two men behind this building: Gaudí and his patron, Eusebi Güell. At a time when most wealthy urbanites were moving to the Eixample, Güell decided to stay in the Old City.


The most dramatic space is the rooftop. Gaudí slathered the 20 chimneys and ventilation towers with bits of stained glass, ceramic tile, and marble to create a forest of giant upside-down ice-cream cones.
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