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Oslo’s Opera House.





Oslo strikes a magical balance between history, modernity, and natural beauty.


Norway’s cosmopolitan capital is a fast-growing city with an expanding list of arts, culture, and music events. The rejuvenated waterfront features a mix of old and new architecture, including the sparkling Oslo Opera House and the medieval Akershus Fortress.


Surrounded by water and forest, Oslo offers more outdoor experiences than any other city of its size. In the summer there is incredible hiking, biking, and boating, while in the winter you are never more than 20 minutes from a cross-country skiing trail. Beyond the capital city, historic Fredrikstad and sporty Lillehammer are both worthy of a day trip.


Come to Oslo and experience the magic for yourself.
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Karl Johans gate






Planning Your Trip



When to Go


High season for tourism is June-August. This is the busiest time but also with the most diverse range of accommodations. July is the Norwegian holiday month, and bargains can be scored across Oslo.


A vastly underrated time is the spring. February-April, there is snow on the ground but the polar nights are long gone. Days are bright if crisp, and it’s the best time for skiing. The weather in May is usually pleasant, but be aware of the many public holidays, most notably Constitution Day on May 17, when services for tourists are limited.


September-November is the rainy season. The dreary months of November-January are best avoided. Although the streets are brightened by festive lights, services for travelers are limited during the Christmas and New Year period.


Passports and Visas


Visitors entering the country are allowed to stay for up to 90 days.


Although Norway is not part of the European Union, it is a participant in the Schengen Agreement, which allows passport-free travel between member countries. If arriving from a fellow Schengen country (which includes most, but not all, EU members), there are no passport checks, but the 90-day period applies to the entire Schengen Area.


For citizens of the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia and residents of the vast majority of European and Latin American countries, visas are not required to enter Norway at the time of writing.


Transportation


Most travelers arrive in Norway by plane, and almost all long-haul international flights into Norway arrive in Oslo.


Oslo is compact and easy to explore on foot. The city has an extensive public transit system, including metro, tram, bus, train, and ferry services, collectively managed under the umbrella organization Ruter. The Ruter network extends out of Oslo and into the surrounding Akershus county.


Oslofjord destinations such as Drøbak and Fredrikstad are easily accessible for day trips by car, bus, and/or train. Lillehammer is a little farther, a two-hour journey by car or train.



Best of Oslo



Twenty-first century Oslo is a city transformed. For decades, travelers would head straight for the mountains or the fjords, but today they linger in this cosmopolitan European capital with world-class architecture, art, and museums. Were it not for Norway’s stunning natural environment, three days in Oslo would satisfy most travelers. That’s because the city is intrinsically linked to nature, surrounded on all sides by forest and fjord. Spend an entire weekend break in Oslo or tag on this three-day itinerary to a longer tour and you will not leave disappointed.


Should the weather be good, consider replacing any of these choices with a day trip to Drøbak, a delightful fishing village on the Oslofjord, or to Fredrikstad to wander the streets of one of northern Europe’s best-preserved fortified districts.


To conserve your budget, make the most of your hotel’s breakfast buffet and plan to eat light for lunch. Many hotels offer the opportunity to compose a packed lunch from the breakfast buffet (for an additional charge), or just grab some fruit and snacks from a supermarket.


Day 1: Art and the Waterfront


A visit to the epic National Gallery affords the opportunity to see some of Edvard Munch’s most famous works with none of the crowds you might expect. Take a leisurely lunch in one of the excellent waterside restaurants on the Aker Brygge wharf, or grab a quick bite from a coffee shop and head instead to the Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art at the nearby Tjuvholmen development. In the afternoon, explore the buildings that inspired the castle in Disney’s Frozen at Akershus Fortress, before completing your tour of the waterfront with a stroll on the roof of Oslo Opera House. The nearby Oslo Central Station and Jernbanetorget square offer several options for dinner.
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Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art
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Akershus Fortress





Day 2: The Great Outdoors


Oslo’s excellent public transit brings forest and fjord within reach of all budgets. Take the metro to the Frognerseteren mountain lodge, where you can enjoy a slice of cake and a piping hot cup of cocoa before a walk through the forest to the world-class ski jump at Holmenkollen. On your way back to the city, stop off at Majorstuen and walk the short distance to take in the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland at the remarkable Vigeland Sculpture Park. For an informal dinner head to the busy streets of Grünerløkka, where most restaurants turn into lively nightspots as the time ticks by.


Day 3: The Museums of Bygdøy


The Bygdøy peninsula is home to some of the country’s best museums, clustered together amid the spacious homes of some of Oslo’s wealthiest residents. The Viking Ship Museum displays restored ships found in burial mounds along the Oslofjord, together with tools and other objects that reveal much about the daily lives of the Vikings. Continuing the maritime theme, the Kon-Tiki Museum tells the fascinating tale of Thor Heyerdahl’s Pacific expeditions through the original vessels and documentary films. Finally, watch actors bring an 18th-century farming community to life at the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History, a must-do during the summer. Splurge on dinner and drinks in the district of Frogner, which offers several high-end options.
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Oslo’s modern architecture
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Oslo City Hall by the waterfront.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S National Gallery: This impressive collection of artwork from across the ages rivals some of Europe’s greatest galleries. The Edvard Munch room is a particular highlight (click here).


S Oslo Opera House: The award-winning architecture of this striking structure slopes gently into the Oslofjord. Walk up to the roof and take in the views from the top (click here).
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S Vigeland Sculpture Park: Explore the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland at the center of Frogner Park. Many of the 200 sculptures take human form (click here).


S Bygdøy Museums: Oslo’s most interesting and unique cultural museums are gathered together on the Bygdøy peninsula. A day here is time well spent (click here).


S Holmenkollen Ski Arena: The views from the top of the ski jump at this world-class sporting arena are both breathtaking and stomach-churning (click here).


S Nordmarka: Packed with locals on weekends, the Nordmarka forest is the city’s premier destination for hiking and cross-country skiing, less than a 30-minute metro ride from downtown (click here).


S Mathallen Food Hall: Some of the best restaurants in Oslo are gathered together under one roof (click here).





Oslo is one of Europe’s fastest growing cities and offers a growing list of cultural attractions to tempt the fjord-bound traveler to spend some extra days in the city. The combination of historic buildings, functional commercial districts, comfortable accommodations, and modern architecture attracts a diverse range of travelers to Norway’s dynamic capital.


In recent years, Copenhagen and Stockholm have gotten into a very public battle for the rather meaningless marketing title “Capital of Scandinavia.” Approach this subject in Oslo and locals will roll their eyes, safe in the knowledge that their city has become the modern cultural heartbeat of Scandinavia. After years of lying in the doldrums with a frankly deserved reputation of expensive dullness, Oslo’s 21st-century renaissance has gathered pace in the blink of an eye.


First came the Aker Brygge fjord-side development of shops, restaurants, offices, and apartments replacing the unsightly Aker shipyard that greeted visitors arriving by sea. The motorway that further blighted the waterfront was ripped up and replaced with a network of tunnels. Oslo’s waterfront is now a pleasant car-free environment, and it’s set to improve even further.


With Oslo gaining in confidence as an emerging world city, attention turned to redevelopment of the east side. For several years since its opening in 2008, the sparkling white marble and glass Oslo Opera House stood alone as a symbol of the future, but development is finally underway on a new central library and Munch museum to complete the area’s revitalization.


Almost all international travelers bound for the fjords will touch down in Oslo, and finally the city has enough to demand attention and insist that all but the most nature-obsessed travelers should spend a day or two exploring the capital.
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A city full of surprises to first-time visitors, Oslo is a much more cosmopolitan place than any other Norwegian city. One in three residents were born outside of Norway, so mosques, temples, and a vast array of food and shopping options fill the city’s streets.


Many visitors are surprised at Oslo’s proximity to the great outdoors, offering more recreational opportunities than perhaps any other city of its size in the world. Despite a population of well under a million, the city is surrounded by water and forest, so in the summer there are awesome hiking, biking, and boating opportunities, while in the winter you are never more than a 20-minute metro ride from a cross-country ski trail.


Although it appears to be in the south of the country, Oslo is placed in the center of the region known as Eastern Norway thanks to the country’s unusual geography. The region stretches along the Swedish border from the mountains south of Trondheim to the mouth of the Oslofjord. An extended stay in Oslo puts you within easy reach of great cities such as historic Fredrikstad or sporty Lillehammer, both worthy of a day trip if you’ll be staying more than a couple days in Oslo.


HISTORY


Depending on your faith in ancient Norse sagas, King Harald Hardråde founded Oslo in 1049. There is evidence of earlier settlement, however, which puts Oslo at well over 1,000 years old. Either way, the original settlement stood at the foot of the Ekeberg hills to the east of today’s central district.


The city’s first golden age came way back in the Middle Ages. King Haakon V chose to live in Oslo at the beginning of the 14th century and build Akershus Fortress, two things that eventually led to the designation of Norway’s capital switching from Bergen to Oslo.


This age of prosperity didn’t last long. Like much of Europe, the city faced the horrors of the Black Death in 1349. A union with Denmark quickly followed, and the country remained in union with its Scandinavian neighbors (including Sweden at one point) until 1814. During this period, the development of Oslo slowed greatly and was largely overshadowed by the Hanseatic trading boom in Bergen.


In 1624 Oslo was destroyed by a three-day-long fire. King Christian IV declared that the old wooden city should not be rebuilt. Instead he built a new network of city streets behind Akershus Fortress. As was the king’s prerogative, he named the new city Christiana. The old city continued to grow in an unmanaged state around its original location, populated with lower-class citizens.


Shipbuilding eventually pulled Christiana out of the doldrums, and the city’s economy slowly began to stand on its own two feet. In the 19th century, Norway finally became an independent nation once again and formed a looser union with Sweden, and the city really took off. New institutions such as the University of Oslo and the National Gallery were opened, the city expanded along the Akerselva river and got its first railway. The Parliament building was constructed and the memory of Danish rule was slowly but surely wiped away. In 1877 the city name was changed to Kristiania, before the original Norwegian name of Oslo was restored in 1925.


Since the discovery of oil in the 1960s, Oslo, along with cities like Stavanger and Haugesund, has entered a boom era, attracting international investment and interest. But it wasn’t until the political decisions of the late 20th century to redevelop so much of the waterfront that Oslo started the transition to in-demand tourist destination.


A little bit of Oslo changed forever with the terror attacks of July 2011, when a far-right extremist killed a total of 77 people, mostly children, in the city center and on nearby Utøya island. Then Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg and the city’s people responded to the atrocities with love and hope, a display of emotion and solidarity that gripped the world. An enormous bed of roses lay in front of the cathedral for weeks, and at a rallying event in front of the city hall a few weeks later, Stoltenberg proclaimed that “hope will win.”


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Oslo offers something for you whether you have just an afternoon or an entire week. It would be remiss to visit Norway without spending at least a couple of days exploring the capital’s unique attractions.


To take in the city’s waterside attractions, visit the museums of Bygdøy, and explore at least some of the outdoor possibilities, allow three full days. Oslo is a surprisingly compact city and easy to explore on foot, but the excellent public transit system will speed things along if you’re on a tight schedule.


For those spending a longer time in Oslo, it’s worth considering some trips to nearby towns like Drøbak or Eidsvoll. A trip to Fredrikstad’s beautiful Old Town is a great way to spend a summer’s day, while Lillehammer is a must to rekindle memories of the 1994 Winter Olympic Games. Fredrikstad is just over an hour away by train or coach, and while Lillehammer is farther (more than two hours by car or train), it can be a comfortable day trip destination with some advance planning.


If your visit to Oslo is short, try to avoid Sunday and Monday. Almost all shops and some attractions are closed on Sunday, while many museums and galleries close on Monday. Opening hours are also restricted throughout the Norwegian holiday month of July.


Oslo Pass


If you stop by the modern Oslo Visitor Centre (Østbanehallen, Jernbanetorget, tel. 81 53 05 55, www.visitoslo.com, 9am-6pm daily), you will be offered the Oslo Pass. Available for 24, 48, or 72 hours, the pass gives you unlimited access on public transit; free parking in municipal car parks; free walking tours; entry to many museums, galleries, and attractions; and discounts in certain restaurants and stores. At 395kr (24 hours), 595kr (48 hours), or 745kr (72 hours), the pass isn’t cheap. Note that children under 16 and seniors over 67 pay approximately half the adult rate, while students under 30 can claim a 20 percent discount with identification.


Whether the investment is worthwhile comes down to your traveling style and simple math. It’s difficult to argue for the 24-hour pass unless you plan to rush around the city trying to cram as much as possible into one day. The 72-hour pass, however, is a different story. Consider the alternative: There is no equivalent public transit pass, so you would need to buy a seven-day pass for 240kr. Visiting just four of Oslo’s biggest attractions (National Gallery, Viking Ship Museum, the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History, and Holmenkollen Ski Museum) adds 435kr to your bill. At 620kr, the 72-hour pass can be a good value, especially if you visit even more places or take advantage of the discounts. Consider also the convenience factor of avoiding foreign currency transaction fees on your credit card or the accumulation of loose change.


The Oslo Pass can be bought at the Oslo Visitor Centre; Ruter public transit information centers at Jernbanetorget, Aker Brygge, or Oslo Airport; and from most museums and hotels. To obtain the child, senior, or student rate, you’ll need to buy your pass at the Oslo Visitor Centre or from a Ruter center. You can also pre-order online and collect your pass at Oslo Visitor Centre. All passes come with a booklet listing the benefits and discounts available at each attraction.


ORIENTATION


The city of Oslo covers an area so large that a lake high up in the hills actually marks its geographic center. The sprawling forest surrounding the city on three sides is fiercely loved by locals and just as much a part of the city as the paved streets below. The forest is split broadly into Nordmarka to the north and Østmarka to the east, both accessible by public transit.


You’ll spend most of your time in the compact downtown (sentrum) area. The few square miles of interest pivot around the main artery, Karl Johans gate. The mostly pedestrianized street slices straight through downtown Oslo, passing Oslo Cathedral, Parliament, and the National Theater on its way from Oslo Central Station to the Royal Palace. The city’s waterfront is split into two bays; Pipervika to the west is home to the City Hall, Akershus Fortress, and Aker Brygge, while Bjørvika to the east is home to the Oslo Opera House, the gleaming office blocks and upscale restaurants of Barcode, and the luxury residential development Sørenga.


A short ferry trip into the Oslofjord reaches popular recreational islands. The pick of these is Hovedøya, with a nature reserve, important historical monuments, open space, and sheltered beaches.


Oslo’s suburbs are divided by the Akerselva river. In simplistic terms, west of the river is more upmarket, with parks, expensive boutiques, and clean streets, while east of the river is more working class, with apartment blocks, cheaper shops and restaurants, and majority immigrant communities. Along the river itself is the hybrid Grünerløkka, a gentrified district full of boutiques, trendy cafés, and remarkable hairstyles.


Heading west, Frogner is an upper-class neighborhood great for shopping and home to most of the world’s ambassadors to Norway. The important transit interchange at Majorstuen is a short distance from the sprawling Frogner Park and Vigeland Sculpture Park. Walking from downtown to Majorstuen via the Royal Palace and Frogner is a pleasant experience and great if you like shopping, thanks to the exclusive Bogstadveien shopping precinct.


Further to west is the peninsula of Bygdøy, of interest to travelers for the museums, as well as its beaches and hiking trails, which are popular with locals.


Immediately east of downtown, the diverse districts of Grønland and Tøyen offer the cheapest places to eat and shop in town but are short on sights. Farther east, Oslo’s old town Gamlebyen doesn’t compare to the historical districts of Fredrikstad, Bergen, Trondheim, and Stavanger, so there’s no need to make a special journey.


Outside the central area, Oslo stretches for miles to the northeast and southeast with industrial and residential suburbs home to Oslo’s rapidly increasing population.


Sights


Much of what you’ll need to see in Oslo in located downtown, but don’t miss the museums of Bygdøy, and take at least one trip into the hills.


All major museums and galleries have English explanations, either on the exhibits themselves or via a brochure. Where an establishment offers guided tours they are usually in Norwegian, with English available only on Saturday or by prior arrangement, often at a hefty cost. If a guided tour is important to you, inquire in advance.


DOWNTOWN


Oslo’s compact center is packed with sights. You could pack in a day’s sightseeing and have seen some of the world’s most famous paintings and cultural experiences.
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National Museum


(Nasjonalmuseet)


The National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design (tel. 21 98 20 00, www.nasjonalmuseet.no) is spread over a few distinct venues. The National Gallery, Museum of Contemporary Art, and the National Museum of Architecture are all worthy of a visit, especially as a combined ticket for all of the venues is just 100kr. All of the venues are closed on Monday. There is free entry on Thursday with extended opening hours until 7pm.


A new National Museum between the City Hall and Aker Brygge, scheduled to open in 2020, will combine all the museums together for the first time. As that time draws near, some of the exhibitions are likely to be reduced in size as the museums get ready for a logistical nightmare, so do check the latest status in advance if you’re planning a special visit. The Museum of Decorative Arts and Design (Kunstindustrimuseet) (St. Olavs gate 1) is now closed pending the move.



S NATIONAL GALLERY



(Nasjonalgalleriet)


The city’s star attraction is the vast National Gallery (Universitetsgata 13, 11am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., 100kr). You could easily spend an entire day exploring Norway’s largest public collection of paintings and sculptures, or just an hour if you want the highlights. Most visitors head straight for the Edvard Munch room, home to his most famous works, including Madonna and The Scream, which is located here rather than at the Munch museum itself. If this gallery was in London, Paris, or Rome there would be queues out of the door, but it’s quite normal to find yourself all alone in the Munch room with one of the world’s most famous artworks. Alone that is, apart from the security guard making sure you don’t sneak a photograph.
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statue outside the National Gallery
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Oslo Cathedral








The gallery is organized into a labyrinth of small rooms, each one representing a specific time period and/or style, so the rest of the highlights are dispersed throughout the building. Although the collection consists of predominantly Norwegian art from the Romantic era and more modern works, there is an impressive collection of works from French impressionists including Paul Cézanne, Édouard Manet, and perhaps the movement’s most prolific practioner, Oscar-Claude Monet. Although each painting is captioned only with the title and artist, the theme of each room is described in detail in both Norwegian and English on a wall panel. This is well worth reading when first entering a room as it helps to set context.


Other must-sees include the self-portrait by Vincent van Gogh and the sumptuous French Salon, named for its original purpose of housing plaster copies of French sculptures. The French Salon’s marbled stucco walls and fleurs-de-lis decals are now home to the gallery’s cozy café. Opening times coincide with the gallery, although food is served only until 4pm.


NATIONAL MUSEUM OF ARCHITECTURE


(Nasjonalmuseet—Arkitektur)


The lesser known of the quartet of museums, yet my personal favorite, is the fabulous National Museum of Architecture (Bankplassen 3, 11am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun.). The building itself is a great example of modern architecture, let alone the exhibits it guards inside. Architect Sverre Fehn refurbished the former Norwegian Central Bank building and achieved the delicate balance of restoring the Regency glory while adding in modern elements such as the glass pavilion to the rear. A film inside shows the story of the refurbishment. The museum is well suited for those who like the technical details of architecture, as plans and models of classical and modernist Norwegian buildings are everywhere.


MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART


(Museet for samtidskunst)


Immediately adjacent to the National Museum of Architecture, the Museum of Contemporary Art (Bankplassen 4, 11am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun.) is home to thousands of artworks from 1945 to the present day. Photography and drawings are commonplace amid installations and digital media. A permanent exhibition from French-American Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010) showcases her famous sculptural installations known as cells, most notably Celle VIII.



S Oslo Opera House



(Operahuset)


With so much development going on at the waterfront Bjørvika neighborhood, you’ll need to follow the signs to find the quickest route to the Oslo Opera House (Kirsten Flagstads plass 1, tel. 21 42 21 21, www.operaen.no). The striking angular design, somewhere between a glacier, ski slope, and a ship coming in to dock, connects the city to its people in spectacular fashion. The roof rises out of the water, allowing visitors the ability to walk right up to the top. From the top you can clearly see across the city, from the Holmenkollen Ski Jump to the Oslofjord islands, and you also get a front-row view of the striking new vertical development of offices and restaurants named Barcode.
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Walking up to the roof of the Oslo Opera House is a must-do.





The Italian marble, white granite, and glass structure shimmers beautifully in the summer sun, imposing yet inviting. With such a memorable design and views across the city and the fjord, you’d be forgiven for forgetting you’re standing on top of an opera house. However, with free rooftop concerts held throughout the summer, you’re unlikely to make that mistake.


Norwegian architect firm Snøhetta scooped many accolades for the design, including the 2008 culture award at the World Architecture Festival in Barcelona and the 2009 European Union Prize for Contemporary Architecture (Mies van der Rohe award). The interior is covered in oak to bring warmth in contrast to the coolness of the white exterior. A small café and shop are inside. A short distance into the fjord is the floating steel and glass art installation called She Lies, constantly moving with the waves and catching the light in a similar way to the giant windows of the Opera House itself.


For further insights, a 50-minute guided tour (1pm Mon.-Fri., noon Sat., 100kr) gives you unique backstage access otherwise off-limits.


You don’t get much for free in Oslo, so take advantage of one attraction with free entry close by. The Norwegian Customs Museum (Norsk Tollmuseum) (Tollbugata 1a, tel. 22 34 68 76, 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri., free) is appropriately housed in the old Customs headquarters. Original uniforms and items dating back more than 350 years are on display, alongside exhibits documenting the history of imports and exports to and from Norway. You won’t need more than 20 minutes here.


Karl Johans gate and the Civic Center


Start your walking tour of Oslo’s downtown from the biggest transit interchange in the city. Buses, trams, and people trundle across Jernbanetorget square all day while the T-Bane rumbles every few minutes through the tunnel beneath your feet. The statue of the tiger on the city square is one of the city’s most photographed. At first glance one may wonder why Oslo is nicknamed the Tiger City (Tigerstaden), given the distinct lack of any orange-and-black striped animals roaming Scandinavia, yet statues of tigers appear all across the city.


The phenomenon actually comes from the 1870 poem Last Song (Sidste sang), in which the Swedish poet Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson described the dangerous city Oslo as a tiger fighting a horse representing the countryside. Hardly dangerous by world standings, but for a rural Norwegian the big city was seen as a ruthless place.


The Jernbanetorget square is useful to orient yourself by, with its tall tower marking the Ruter public transit information center, the start of Karl Johans gate (downtown’s main artery), and just around the corner the sleek modern lines of the Opera House.


OSLO CATHEDRAL


(Oslo Domkirke)


First consecrated in 1697 and previously known as Our Saviour’s Church, Oslo Cathedral (Karl Johans gate 11, 10am-4pm Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-6am Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., free) is an active parish church for downtown Oslo and host of public events for the Royal Family and Government. After the Oslo and Utøya terror attacks of 2011, locals blanketed the streets outside with roses, notes, and candles right up to the tram tracks. Restored to its original baroque style, the interior includes the original pulpit, altar, and carved organ. Don’t miss the adjacent Neo-Romanesque bazaar halls, built during the 19th century as butcher shops but today home to cafés and restaurants.


NORWEGIAN PARLIAMENT


(Stortinget)


Past the hustle and bustle of Karl Johans gate is the first of the impressive civic buildings built in the 19th century. The Norwegian Parliament (Karl Johans gate 22, tel. 23 31 30 50, www.stortinget.no) is the Oslo Parliament building. The main entrance on Løvebakken was designed to face up to the Royal Palace. Unlike in many parliaments in the world, Norway’s Plenary Chamber is located in the semicircular frontage with windows that open out onto the public square below.


Without getting elected to Parliament, the only way to get inside the building is on a tour. Free one-hour guided tours are held in English every Saturday morning at 11:30am on a first-come, first-served basis, with weekday tours added during July.
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