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WHEN TO GO


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Traveling as a Temporary Local


If you’re in the mood to surrender to a city’s charms, let it be in Barcelona. The capital of Catalunya and Spain’s second city, Barcelona bubbles with life in its narrow Barri Gòtic alleys, along the pedestrian boulevard called the Ramblas, in the funky bohemian quarter of El Born, along the bustling beach promenade, and throughout the chic, grid-planned new part of town called the Eixample.
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Barcelona’s Old City is made for seeing on foot, full of winding lanes that emerge into secluded squares dotted with palm trees and ringed with cafés and boutiques. The waterfront bristles with life, overlooked by the park-like setting of Montjuïc. Everywhere you go, you’ll find the city’s architecture to be colorful, playful, and unique. Rows of symmetrical ironwork balconies are punctuated with fanciful details: bay windows, turrets, painted tiles, hanging lanterns, flower boxes, and carved reliefs.


As the capital of the Catalan people, Barcelona is full of history. You’ll see Roman ruins, a medieval cathedral, twisty Gothic lanes, and traces of Columbus and the sea trade. But by the late 19th century, the city had boomed into an industrial powerhouse and became the cradle of a new artistic style—Modernisme. Pablo Picasso lived in Barcelona as a teenager, just as he was on the verge of reinventing painting; his legacy is today’s Picasso Museum. Catalan architects, including Antoni Gaudí, Lluís Domènech i Montaner, and Josep Puig i Cadafalch, forged the Modernista style and remade the city’s skyline with curvy, playful fantasy buildings—culminating in Gaudí’s over-the-top Sagrada Família, a church still under construction. Salvador Dalí and Joan Miró join the long list of world-changing 20th-century artists with ties to this city.
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


Today’s Barcelona is as vibrant as ever. Locals still join hands and dance the everyone’s-welcome sardana in front of the cathedral every weekend. Neighborhood festivals jam the events calendar. The cafés are filled by day, and people crowd the streets at night, pausing to fortify themselves with a perfectly composed bite of seafood and a drink at a tapas bar. Barcelona’s lively culture is on an unstoppable roll in Spain’s most cosmopolitan and European corner.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Barcelona is a tour guide in your pocket.


In this book, you’ll find the following chapters:


Orientation to Barcelona has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information. The “Planning Your Time” section suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Sights in Barcelona describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


Four Self-Guided Walks cover Barcelona’s most enjoyable neighborhoods: the Ramblas promenade, historic Barri Gòtic, trendy El Born, and a Modernista paradise, the Eixample.


The Self-Guided Tours lead you through Barcelona’s most fascinating museums and sights: the Cathedral of Barcelona, the Picasso Museum, and two architectural gems, Gaudí’s Sagrada Família and Park Güell.


Sleeping in Barcelona describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly—but things change. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. Accommodations are categorized with a Sleep Code (described on here); eateries are classified with a Restaurant Price Code (here). To indicate discounts for my readers, I include RS% in the listings.


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same as ours through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak-season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


A [image: Image] symbol in a sight listing means that sight is described in greater detail elsewhere—either with its own self-guided tour, or as part of a self-guided walk. A [image: Image] symbol indicates that a free, downloadable self-guided audio tour is available.


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Eating in Barcelona serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive tapas bars to fancy restaurants.


Barcelona with Children includes my top recommendations for keeping your kids (and you) happy.


Shopping in Barcelona gives you tips on fun shopping areas to explore while staying within your budget.


Nightlife in Barcelona is your guide to fun, including classical concerts, flamenco performances, jazz clubs, bars, and other evening activities.


Barcelona Connections lays the groundwork for your smooth arrival and departure, covering transportation by train, plane, and bus (with detailed information on Barcelona’s Sants train station and El Prat de Llobregat airport), plus the basics on the city’s cruise ship docks.


Day Trips from Barcelona covers nearby sights: Montserrat, Figueres, Cadaqués, and Sitges.


Barcelona: Past & Present gives the background of this city and its region, including a timeline of Barcelona history, information about famous Catalans, and a rundown of contemporary events.


The Practicalities chapter near the end of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation.


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and Spanish and Catalan survival phrases.


Throughout this book, you’ll find money- and time-saving tips for sightseeing, transportation, and more. Some businesses—especially hotels and walking tour companies—offer special discounts to my readers, indicated in their listings.


Browse through this book and select your favorite sights. Then have a meravellós trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting my favorite Catalans.


Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to Barcelona is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before your trip accomplishes much the same thing.


Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed or most crowded (all covered in this book). You can wait in line at the Sagrada Família, or get advance reservations and bypass the queue without breaking a sweat. Day-tripping to Figueres on an off-season Monday is a waste (you’ll find the Dalí Theater-Museum to be closed). Be careful on the first Sunday of the month; sights such as Palau Güell and the Catalan Art Museum are jammed because they’re free. To connect the dots smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains and buses, or renting a car and driving. Designing a smart trip is a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Get online or call ahead to learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.


Enjoy the friendliness of the Catalan people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the best square, cloister, tapas bar, or whatever. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare to Europe: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Barcelona can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If Barcelona is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Barcelona and out of Paris. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: A 10-ride Metro card costs about $11. For round-trip train rides to day-trip destinations, allow about $25 for Montserrat and $45 for Figueres. To travel between El Prat airport and Barcelona, figure (one-way) $5-7 by public transportation, or $40 by taxi.


Room and Board: You can manage comfortably in Barcelona on $130 a day per person for room and board. This allows $5 for breakfast, $15 for lunch, $25 for dinner, and $85 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $170 double room). Students and tightwads can enjoy Barcelona for as little as $80 a day ($45 for a bed, $35 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: It’s worth considering the $33 Articket BCN sightseeing pass, which admits you to six museums, including the recommended Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, and Fundació Joan Miró (for more information, see here). Otherwise, figure $10-25 per major sight (Picasso Museum-$13, La Pedrera-$23, Sagrada Família-$20 and up), and $10 for others. An evening concert at the Palace of Catalan Music costs about $25-50 per person. An overall average of $40 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Barcelona.




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


This is a popular nationalistic refrain you might see 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 (best to visit Madrid or Sevilla for those).


[image: Image]


The region of Catalunya, with Barcelona as its capital, has its own language, history, and culture. Its people—eight million strong—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 the 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.


Three of Barcelona’s monuments are reminders of royal and Franco-era suppression. 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, built for similar reasons, has been the site of numerous political executions, including hundreds during the Franco era. The Sacred Heart Church atop Tibidabo, completed under Franco, was meant to atone for the sins of Barcelonans during the civil war—the main sin being opposition to Franco. Today, many Catalans favor breaking away from Spain, but the central government has vowed to block any referendum on independence (see here).


To see real 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. Nineteenth-century Catalan Romantics embraced a vivid story about the origins of their flag: In the ninth century, Wilfred the Hairy—a count of Barcelona and one of the founding fathers of Catalunya—was wounded in battle. A grateful neighboring king rewarded Wilfred’s bravery with a copper shield and ran Wilfred’s four bloody fingers across its surface, leaving four red stripes. While almost certainly false, this legend hints at the nostalgic mood in 19th-century Barcelona, when the Renaixença (Catalan cultural revival) prodded historians to dig deeply into their medieval past to revive obscure historical figures and lend legitimacy to the resurgent Catalan nation.


The Catalan language is irrevocably tied to the history and spirit of the people here. After the end of the Franco era in the mid-1970s, the language made a huge comeback. Schools are now required by law to conduct all classes in Catalan; most school-age 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.


Most place names in this book are listed in Catalan. Here’s how to pronounce the city’s major landmarks:










	Plaça de Catalunya

	PLAH-sah duh kah-tah-LOON-yah






	Eixample

	eye-SHAM-plah






	Passeig de Gràcia

	PAH-sehj duh GRAH-see-ah






	Catedral

	KAH-tah-dral






	Barri Gòtic

	BAH-ree GOH-teek






	El Born

	el BORN






	Montjuïc

	mohn-jew-EEK







When finding your way, these terms will be useful:












	exit

	sortida

	sor-TEE-dah






	square

	plaça

	PLAH-sah






	street

	carrer

	kah-REHR






	boulevard

	passeig

	PAH-sehj






	avenue

	avinguda

	ah-veen-GOO-dah







For more Catalan words, see the survival phrases on here.





Shopping and Miscellany: Figure roughly $3 per coffee, ice-cream cone, or soft drink. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.




[image: Image] Rick Steves Audio Europe [image: Image]


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app is a great tool for enjoying Europe. This app makes it easy to download my audio tours of top attractions, plus hours of travel interviews, all organized into destination-specific playlists.


My self-guided audio tours of major sights and neighborhoods across Europe are free, user-friendly, fun, and informative. My Barcelona City Walk audio tour covers parts of the Ramblas, Barri Gòtic, and El Born districts (marked in this book with the [image: Image] symbol). These audio tours are hard to beat: Nobody will stand you up, your eyes are free to appreciate the sights, you can take the tour exactly when you like, and the price is right.


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app also offers a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book.


This app and all of its content are entirely free. (And new content is added about twice a year.) You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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WHEN TO GO


Sea breezes off the Mediterranean and a generally warm climate make Barcelona pleasant for much of the year. Late spring and early fall offer the best combination of good weather, lighter crowds, long days, and plenty of tourist and cultural activities. You’ll encounter hot, humid weather and the biggest crowds in July and August, and some shops and restaurants close down in August. Winter temperatures are far from freezing, but rainfall is abundant.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Your trip is more likely to go smoothly if you plan ahead. Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in Spain. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports and requirements for Spain, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during Barcelona’s peak season (April-Oct) or on any major holidays or festivals (see here).




Barcelona Almanac


Population: 1.6 million.


Languages: Spanish and Catalan are the two official languages of Catalunya, but Catalan is the preferred language in schools and offices. Catalan is not a dialect of Spanish, but an independent language.


Currency: Euro (€)


City Layout: The tangled Gothic Quarter (Barri Gòtic) lies at the heart of the city, edged by the connected boulevards of the Ramblas. The more orderly Eixample district spreads north of the Old City, while unassuming Barceloneta spills along the seafront. Looking down over it all is the big Montjuïc hill.


Tourist Tracks: More than 7.5 million people visit Barcelona each year. The Ramblas sees more than 150,000 people daily. Avinguda del Portal de l’Angel is Spain’s most walked street, trod upon by 3,500 pairs of feet every hour.


Architecture: Barcelona is home to the Modernista style championed by Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí, whose most famous work is the Sagrada Família church. Nearly 30 of his buildings are scattered throughout the greater Barcelona area.


Fun in the Sun: Until 1992, when the city hosted the Olympic Games, Barcelona had only one small beachfront area, in Barceloneta. Other waterfront property was taken up by industrial purposes. For the Olympics, the seaside was reconstructed, and the city shoreline is now spanned by nine beaches along a three-mile stretch.


Soccer: Futbol Club (FC) Barcelona has the largest privately owned stadium in the world, with a seating capacity of 100,000. Every year, more than 1.5 million people visit its museum.


The Average Jordi: The average Barcelonan is 41 years old, will live to age 81, and is likely Catholic. The majority (62 percent) of Barcelona’s residents were born in Catalunya.





Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, to request your PIN if you don’t already know it, and more. See here for details.


Do your homework if you’re considering travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


If you’re taking an overnight train, especially to international destinations, and need a sleeping berth (litera)—and you must leave on a certain day—consider booking it in advance through a US agent (such as www.ricksteves.com/rail), even though it may cost more than buying it in Spain. All high-speed trains in Spain require a seat reservation, but it’s usually possible to make arrangements in Spain just a few days ahead unless it’s a holiday weekend. (For more on train travel, see Practicalities.)




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? You can share tips, concerns, and discoveries at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





If you’re planning on renting a car for travels beyond Barcelona, bring your driver’s license and get an International Driving Permit (see here).


You’ll need reservations to visit Barcelona’s Palace of Catalan Music or the Salvador Dalí House near Cadaqués (see here). To minimize your time in lines, reservations are recommended for these Barcelona sights, especially in peak season: Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família, Casa Batlló, La Pedrera, Palau Güell, and Park Güell’s Monumental Zone. Casa Lleó Morera and Casa Amatller are viewable by guided tour only—it’s smart to check tour times and buy tickets in advance. You’ll find more information in the individual sight listings.


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see here).


Check for recent updates to this book at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to Spain to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Spanish hospitality.


[image: Image]


Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the Spanish image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


While Spaniards look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and bon viatge!


[image: Image]




Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


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.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“Through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!
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ORIENTATION TO BARCELONA


BARCELONA: A VERBAL MAP


Map: Greater Barcelona


Map: Barcelona Neighborhood Overview


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Central Barcelona


ARRIVAL IN BARCELONA


HELPFUL HINTS


Map: Barcelona’s Public Transportation


GETTING AROUND BARCELONA


Tours in Barcelona


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


SPECIALTY TOURS AND ACTIVITIES


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Bustling Barcelona is geographically big and culturally complex. Plan your time carefully, carving up the metropolis into manageable sightseeing neighborhoods. Use my day plans to help prioritize your time, and make advance reservations for sights (or get a sightseeing pass) to save time waiting in lines. For efficiency, learn how to navigate Barcelona by Metro, bus, and taxi. Armed with good information and a thoughtful game plan, you’re ready to go. Then you can relax, enjoy, and let yourself be surprised by all that Barcelona has to offer.


BARCELONA: A VERBAL MAP


Like Los Angeles, Barcelona is a basically flat city that sprawls out under the sun between the sea and the mountains. It’s huge (1.6 million people, with about 5 million people in greater Barcelona), but travelers need only focus on four areas: the Old City, the harbor/Barceloneta, the Eixample, and Montjuïc.
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A large square, Plaça de Catalunya, sits at the center of Barcelona, dividing the older and newer parts of town. Below Plaça de Catalunya is the Old City, with the boulevard called the Ramblas running down to the harbor. Above Plaça de Catalunya is the modern residential area called the Eixample. The Montjuïc hill overlooks the harbor. Outside the Old City, Barcelona’s sights are widely scattered, but with a map and a willingness to figure out public transit (or take taxis), all is manageable.


[image: Image]


Here are overviews of the major neighborhoods:


Old City (Ciutat Vella): This is the compact core of Barcelona—ideal for strolling, shopping, and people-watching—where you’ll probably spend most of your time. It’s a labyrinth of narrow streets that once were confined by the 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 trendy 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), enlivened by its university and modern-art museum. The Raval is of least interest to tourists (while some parts of the neighborhood are becoming trendy, others are quite dodgy and should be avoided).
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Harborfront: The old harbor, Port Vell, gleams with landmark monuments and new developments. A pedestrian bridge links the Ramblas with the modern Maremagnum shopping/aquarium/entertainment complex. On the peninsula across the quaint sailboat harbor is Barceloneta, a traditional fishing neighborhood with gritty charm and some good seafood restaurants. Beyond Barceloneta, a gorgeous man-made beach several miles long leads east to the commercial and convention district called the Fòrum.


Eixample: 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 cut-off corners. Much of Barcelona’s Modernista architecture is found here—especially along the swanky artery Passeig de Gràcia, an area called Quadrat d’Or (“Golden Quarter”). Beyond that is the Gràcia district and Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell.




Barcelona: From Small to Sprawl


The city of Barcelona has grown with its history. The original Roman town from the time of Christ was contained inside the knot of streets clustered around today’s cathedral and enclosed by an oval-shaped ring of Roman walls (stretching basically southeast from the square in front of the cathedral).


When Rome fell (around A.D. 476), the Christian Visigoths made the cathedral the center of town, and the populace remained huddled inside the Roman walls. During the Dark Ages, the city was ruled briefly by Moors (714-801) and Franks (ninth century). When the Counts of Barcelona unified Catalunya (10th century), the city began expanding. They built churches outside the Roman walls (or extra muro), each a magnet gathering a small community. By 1250, they needed to build a larger wall to contain these new settlers. This medieval wall stretched from Plaça de Catalunya to the sea, embracing the whole Old Town. The hilltop of Montjuïc—outside the residential area—was topped with a harbor-guarding fortress.


Barcelona is a good example of how a city’s architectural heritage rises and falls with economic times. In the 14th century, when the Mediterranean was the epicenter of trade, Barcelona thrived. That’s why there are a lot of Gothic buildings here. After 1492, when the Age of Discovery opened up new sea routes, trade shifted to the Atlantic and away from Mediterranean ports. The following centuries saw little grand building in Barcelona.


Then, in the 19th century, Barcelona bounced back, powered by the Industrial Revolution. By 1850, the city was bursting at the seams. The outer wall was torn down and replaced by circular boulevards (named Rondas, meaning “to go around”). The city expanded in a regimented grid of modern boulevards—an urban waffle known as the Eixample. With affluence came big shots with big egos and plenty of money to finance the Modernista architectural wonders that now grace the city.


In 1992, Barcelona hosted the Summer Olympics, which quickly accelerated modernization and stoked Barcelona’s economy. In a brilliant move, organizers of the games housed much of the one-time rush of visitors on huge cruise ships. It seems this helped jump-start a thriving cruise ship industry. In 1992, 70 cruise ships called here. Today Barcelona is one of the leading cruise ports in Europe, and last year the city hosted over 800 (much bigger) ships.


A big issue for the character of the city today is the end of rent control for landowners and their tenants in the city center. Now that the ceiling has been lifted, many of the charming shops that add so much character to the old quarter have been driven out of business, replaced by branches of much mightier corporate retailers. But the rising affluence and trendiness of the city have worked to keep the town vibrant and colorful.


Today, Barcelona’s population sprawls beyond city maps, creating a greater metropolitan area of some 5 million people—more than half of all the people in Catalunya.





Montjuïc: The large hill overlooking the city to the southwest is Montjuïc (mohn-jew-EEK), home to a variety of attractions, including some excellent museums (Catalan Art, Joan Miró) and the Olympic Stadium. At the base of Montjuïc, stretching toward Plaça d’Espanya, are the former 1929 World Expo Fairgrounds, with additional fine attractions (including the CaixaForum art gallery and the bullring-turned-mall, Las Arenas).


Apart from your geographical orientation, it’s smart to orient yourself linguistically to a language distinct from Spanish. Although Spanish (“Castilian”/castellano) is widely spoken, the native tongue in this region is Catalan—nearly as different from Spanish as Italian (see the sidebar on here).


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Barcelona is easily worth two days, and no one would regret having a third day (or more). If you can spare only one full day for the city, it will be a scramble, but a day you’ll never forget.


When planning your time, be aware that many top sights are closed on Monday—making them especially crowded on Tuesday and Sunday (for itinerary considerations on a day-by-day basis, see the “Daily Reminder,” later). Some of Barcelona’s major sights can have long lines, such as the Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família, and La Pedrera; it’s smart to get advance tickets.


Barcelona in One Day


For a relaxing day, stroll the Ramblas, see the Sagrada Família, add the Picasso Museum if you’re a fan, and have dinner in the trendy El Born district.


To fit in much more, try the following ambitious but doable plan. You’ll have to rush through the big sights (cathedral, Picasso Museum, Sagrada Família), having just enough time to visit each one but not to linger.










	9:00

	From Plaça de Catalunya (with its handy TI), follow my Barri Gòtic Walk and Cathedral of Barcelona Tour.






	11:00

	Circle back to Plaça de Catalunya and follow my self-guided Ramblas Ramble to the harborfront.






	12:30

	Walk along the harborfront to El Born, grabbing a quick lunch.






	14:00

	Take my Picasso Museum Tour.






	16:00

	Hop a taxi or the Metro to the Sagrada Família.






	18:00

	Taxi, bus, or walk to Passeig de Gràcia in the Eixample to see the exteriors of Gaudí’s La Pedrera (a.k.a. Casa Milà) and the Block of Discord. Stroll back down toward Plaça de Catalunya.






	
19:00

	Wander back into the Barri Gòtic at prime paseo time. Enjoy an early tapas dinner along the way, or a restaurant dinner later in the Old City.







Barcelona in Two or More Days


With at least two days, divide and conquer the town geographically: Spend one day in the Old City (Ramblas, Barri Gòtic/cathedral area, Picasso Museum/El Born) and another on the Eixample and Gaudí sights (La Pedrera, Sagrada Família, Park Güell). If you have a third day, visit Montjuïc and/or side-trip to Montserrat.


With extra time on any day, consider taking a hop-on, hop-off bus tour for a sightseeing overview (for example, the Tourist Bus blue route links most Gaudí sights and could work well on Day 2).


Day 1: Old City










	9:00

	Follow my Barri Gòtic Walk and Cathedral of Barcelona Tour.






	11:00

	Head to the Ramblas using the route described in my “Barri Gòtic Shopping Walk,” then follow my Ramblas Ramble down to the harborfront.






	13:00

	Grab lunch in El Born or the Barri Gòtic.






	14:00

	Tour the Palace of Catalan Music in El Born (advance reservation required).






	15:00

	Follow my El Born Walk, including a visit to the Picasso Museum. Afterwards shop to your heart’s content.






	Evening

	For an early dinner, sample tapas at several bars in El Born (or the Eixample or Barri Gòtic); to dine at a restaurant, go when locals do, around 21:00. Evening activities include sightseeing (for sights open late, see here); performances of Spanish guitar, flamenco, or jazz; concerts at La Pedrera or the Palace of Catalan Music; or hanging out at a chiringuito beach bar in Barceloneta.






	 

	Another fun evening activity is to zip up to Montjuïc for the sunset and a drink on the Catalan Art Museum’s terrace, then head down to the Magic Fountains (Fri-Sat, plus Sun and Thu in summer). For more ideas, see the Nightlife in Barcelona chapter.







Day 2: Modernisme










	9:00

	Take my Eixample Walk, touring La Pedrera and/or one of the Block of Discord houses: Casa Batlló, Casa Lleó Morera, or Casa Amatller (last two by guided tour only).






	
12:00

	Eat an early lunch in the Eixample, then tour the Sagrada Família.






	15:00

	Choose among these options: Taxi or bus to Park Güell for more Gaudí. Or take the bus to Montjuïc (if you’re not going to Montjuïc on Day 3) to enjoy the city view and your pick of sights. Or explore the harborfront La Rambla de Mar and Old Port (unless you already did this on Day 1, at the end of the Ramblas Ramble).






	Evening

	Choose among the evening activities listed earlier.







Day 3: Montjuïc and Barceloneta


Tour Montjuïc from top to bottom (both physically and in order of importance), stopping at these sights: Catalan Art Museum, Fundació Joan Miró, and CaixaForum. If the weather is good, take the scenic cable-car ride down from Montjuïc to the port, and spend the rest of the day at Barceloneta—stroll the promenade, hit the beach, and find your favorite chiringuito (beach bar) for dinner.


Day 4


Consider these options: Visit the markets (La Boqueria and Santa Caterina—both closed Sun). Tour more sights (Palau Güell’s Modernista interior, Barcelona History Museum, Frederic Marès Museum, Chocolate Museum, and more). Take a walking or bike tour. Relax or rent a rowboat in Citadel Park.


Days 5-7


With more time, choose among several day trips, including the mountaintop monastery of Montserrat, the beach resort town of Sitges, and the Salvador Dalí sights at Figueres and Cadaqués (see the Day Trips from Barcelona chapter).


Connecting with the Rest of Spain


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 more comfortable than flying. Or you could sandwich Barcelona between flights. From the US, it’s as easy to fly into Barcelona as it is to land in Madrid, Lisbon, or Paris. Those who plan on renting a car later in their trip can start here, take the train or fly to Madrid, and sightsee Madrid and Toledo, all before picking up a car—cleverly saving on several days’ worth of rental fees. For more on train travel and car rentals in Spain, see the Practicalities chapter.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: Most sights are open, but Casa Lleó Morera and the Boqueria and Santa Caterina markets are closed. Some sights close early today, including the Roman Temple of Augustus (at 14:00); Fundació Joan Miró, Olympic and Sports Museum, and Camp Nou Stadium (14:30); and the Chocolate Museum and Catalan Art Museum (15:00). The Frederic Marès Museum and Barcelona History Museum are open late (until 20:00). 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); Maritime Museum (free after 15:00); Picasso Museum, Barcelona History Museum, Frederic Marès Museum, and Barcelona 1700 exhibit at the El Born Cultural Center (free on first Sun of month plus other Sun from 15:00).


The Magic Fountains come alive on summer evenings (May-Sept).


Monday: Many sights are closed, including the Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, Palau Güell, Barcelona History Museum, Casa Lleó Morera, Santa Eulàlia schooner (part of the Maritime Museum), Fundació Joan Miró, Frederic Marès Museum, El Born Cultural Center, and Olympic and Sports Museum. But most major Modernista sights are open today, including the Sagrada Família, La Pedrera, Park Güell, Casa Batlló, and Casa Amatller.


Tuesday: All major sights are open.


Wednesday: All major sights are open.


Thursday: All major sights are open. These sights are open late year-round: the Picasso Museum (until 21:30) and Fundació Joan Miró (until 21:00; two-for-one tickets from 18:00). 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. The Magic Fountains dance all year. The Catalan Art Museum is free after 15:00.


Late-Hours Sightseeing: For a list of sights open late, see the sidebar on here).






Overview



TOURIST INFORMATION


Barcelona’s TI has several branches (central tel. 932-853-834, www.barcelonaturisme.cat). The primary TI is beneath the main square, Plaça de Catalunya (daily 8:30-20:30, entrance just across from El Corte Inglés department store—look for red sign and take stairs down, tel. 932-853-832).


There’s a TI kiosk near the top of the Ramblas (daily 8:30-20:30, at #115). You’ll also find branches on Plaça de Sant Jaume, just south of the cathedral (Mon-Fri 8:30-20:30, Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-14:00, in the Barcelona City Hall at Ciutat 2); inside the base of the harborside Columbus Monument (Mon-Sat 8:30-19:30, Sun 9:00-15:00); at the airport in terminals 1 and 2B (both daily 8:30-20:30); and at the Sants train station (daily 8:00-20:00).


Smaller info kiosks pop up in touristy locales: on Plaça d’Espanya, in the park across from the Sagrada Família entrance, near the Columbus Monument (where the shuttle bus from the cruise port arrives), at the Nord bus station, at the various cruise terminals along the port, and on Plaça de Catalunya. In addition, throughout the summer, young red-jacketed tourist-info helpers appear in the most touristy parts of town; although they work for the hop-on, hop-off Tourist Bus, they are happy to answer questions.


At any TI, pick up free handouts such as the monthly Barcelona Planning.com guidebook (with basic tips on sightseeing, shopping, events, and restaurants; also available online) and the quarterly See Barcelona guide (with more in-depth practical information on museums and a sightseeing rundown by neighborhood). Also free, the monthly Time Out BCN Guide offers a concise but thorough day-by-day list of events; the monthly Barcelona Metropolitan magazine has timely coverage of local topics and events. The free El Corte Inglés map provided by most hotels is better than the TI’s map.


TIs are handy places to buy tickets for the Tourist Bus (see here) or for TI-run walking tours (see here). You can also buy line-skipping tickets for La Pedrera, Casa Batlló, and Camp Nou Stadium, among other sights. And they sell tickets to FC Barcelona soccer games.


Modernisme Route: Inside the Plaça de Catalunya TI is the privately run Ruta del Modernisme desk, which gives out a handy map showing all 116 Modernista buildings and offers a sightseeing discount package (€12 for a great guidebook and 20-50-percent discounts at many Modernista sights—worthwhile if going beyond the biggies I cover in depth; for €18 you’ll also get a guidebook to Modernista bars and restaurants; www.rutadelmodernisme.com).
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Regional Catalunya TI: The all-Catalunya TI can help with travel and sightseeing tips for the entire region, and even Madrid (Mon-Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun 10:00-14:00, in Palau Robert building near the intersection of Passeig de Gràcia and Diagonal, Passeig de Gràcia 107, tel. 932-388-091, www.catalunya.com).


Sightseeing Passes: The Articket BCN pass covers admission to six art museums and their temporary exhibits, letting you skip the ticket-buying lines. Sights include the recommended Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, and Fundació Joan Miró (€30, valid three months; sold at participating museums and the TIs at Plaça de Catalunya, Plaça de Sant Jaume, and Sants Station; www.articketbcn.org). If you’re planning to go to three or more covered museums, this ticket will save you money and time, especially at sights prone to long lines, such as the Picasso Museum. Just show your Articket BCN (to the ticket taker, at the info desk, or at a special Articket window), and you’ll get your ticket, which you can use to enter at any time (especially useful for Picasso Museum).


I’d skip the Barcelona Card (€45/3 days, €55/4 days, €60/5 days) and the Barcelona Card Express (€20/2 days). These cover public transportation (buses, Metro, Montjuïc funicular, and golondrinas harbor tour) and include free admission to mostly minor sights and small discounts on many major sights (sold at TIs and El Corte Inglés department stores, www.barcelonaturisme.com).


ARRIVAL IN BARCELONA


For more information on getting to or from Barcelona by train, plane, bus, or cruise ship, see the Barcelona Connections chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Exchange Rate: €1 = about $1.10


Country Calling Code: 34 (see here for dialing instructions)


Advance Tickets and Passes: In busy Barcelona, you can avoid long lines and ensure you’ll get in to popular sights when you want by buying timed-entry tickets in advance for the following: Picasso Museum (see here), Sagrada Família (here), Casa Batlló (here), La Pedrera (here), Palau Güell (here), and Park Güell’s Monumental Zone (here).


It’s smart to plan ahead and buy advance tickets to go inside Casa Lleó Morera (see here) and Casa Amatller (here), as both are viewable by guided tour only. Advance tickets are required to tour the Palace of Catalan Music (here). If you plan to visit several art museums, consider the Articket BCN pass, which can save you money and lets you skip ticket-buying lines (especially helpful at the Picasso Museum; see here).


Theft and Scam Alert: 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. Whenever you pay with cash, count your change carefully.


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 super-friendly man acts drunk and wants to dance because his soccer team just won, he’s a pickpocket. Beware of thieves posing as lost tourists who ask for your help. Don’t fall for any street-gambling shell games. Beware of groups of women aggressively selling flowers, people offering to clean off a stain from your shirt, and so on. If you stop for any commotion or show on the Ramblas, put your hands in your pockets before someone else does. Assume any scuffle is simply a distraction by a team of thieves. Don’t be intimidated...just be smart.


Personal Safety: Some areas feel seedy and can be unsafe after dark. I’d 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); and I wouldn’t venture too deep into the Raval (just west of the Ramblas). One block can separate a comfy tourist zone from the junkies and prostitutes.


Festivals: Barcelona erupts with festivals all year long. For a list of the major ones, see the sidebar on the next page.


Language Barrier: In posted information throughout the city (such as museum descriptions), you’ll see Catalan first, followed by Spanish (Castellano), and English. Young people, the well-educated, and people in tourism generally speak English in this very touristy city. You might notice a little political tension showing itself in a tendency to favor English over Castellano.


Web Addresses: Note that many businesses here use “.cat” in their web links—the web suffix for Catalunya—rather than “.com” or “.es”.


Wi-Fi: The free city network, Barcelona WiFi, has hundreds of hotspots; look for the blue diamond-shaped sign with a big “W” (www.bcn.cat/barcelonawifi). You can also log onto the Apple Store network on Plaça de Catalunya (look for groups of teenagers milking the free Wi-Fi).


Baggage Storage: Locker Barcelona is located near the recommended Hotel Denit. You can pay for the day and access your locker as many times as you want, and can even leave bags overnight (daily 9:00-21:00, €3.50-12 depending on locker size, Carrer Estruc 36, tel. 933-028-796, www.lockerbarcelona.com).




City of Festivals


Barcelona celebrates more festivals, markets, and street fairs than your average city. They dance the sardana (a circle dance), build human pyramids, parade colorful gegants (giant puppets), and light up the night with fireworks displays called correfoc (fire run). Here’s a rundown of Barcelona’s most lively festivals, listed roughly in chronological order.


Les Festes de Santa Eulàlia: Celebrating the patron saint of the city, this four-day festival features parades, dancing, correfocs, and many kid-friendly activities (mid-Feb, www.bcn.cat/santaeulalia).


El Día de Sant Jordi: This celebration of St. George, the patron saint of Catalunya, is also Barcelona’s version of Valentine’s Day, when lovers exchange books and flowers, and the streets are draped with the red-and-gold Catalan flag (April 23).


Corpus Christi:


This festival, dating to 1320, contains traditional elements such as processions, music, and “dancing” eggs. The eggs, placed in flower-decorated fountains, spin (“dance”) atop jets of water (late May/early June, go to http://barcelonacultura.bcn.cat and click on “Festivals and Traditions”).
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Grec Festival de Barcelona: The city’s premier summer arts festival has dance, theater, and music, with several events at Teatre Grec—a Greek-style amphitheater (usually July, http://grec.bcn.cat).


Música als Parcs: Jazz and classical music fill the air in this popular series of evening concerts at city parks (June-Aug).


La Festa Catalana: The city hosts a little spectacle of local folk traditions—human towers (castells), giant puppets (gegants), folk music and dancing—in spring and summer on the square in front of the cathedral (Saturdays at 19:30, May through Sept, ask at TI or your hotel for more details).


Festes de Sant Roc: The Barri Gòtic’s biggest street party is filled with gegants, sardana dancing, street games, and fireworks (mid-Aug, go to http://barcelonacultura.bcn.cat and select “Festivals and Traditions”).


Festa Major de Gràcia: For eight days and nights, this festival features live music, sardana dancing, human pyramids, and traditional food and drinks (mid-Aug, www.festamajordegracia.cat).


La Mercè: Barcelona’s main street festival is named after the city’s patron saint, the Virgen de la Mercè. During the five-day festival the city is filled with fireworks, music, an air show, human pyramids, a parade, and much more (late Sept, http://lameva.barcelona.cat/merce/en).





Pharmacy: A 24-hour pharmacy is across from La Boqueria Market at #98 on the Ramblas. Another is on the corner of Passeig de Gràcia #90 and Provença, just opposite the entrance to La Pedrera.


Laundry: Several self-service launderettes are located around the Old City. The clean-as-a-whistle LavaXpres is centrally located near recommended Plaça de Catalunya and Ramblas hotels (self-service-€8/load, instructions in English, daily 8:00-22:00, Passatge d’Elisabets 3, www.lavaxpres.com). Wash ’n Dry, just off the Ramblas, is in a seedier neighborhood just down the street past Palau Güell (self-service-€6.50/load, full service-€14.50/load, daily 9:00-22:00, Carrer Nou de la Rambla 19, tel. 934-121-953). For both locations, see the map on here.


Bike Rental: Biking is a joy in Citadel Park, the Eixample, and along the beach (suggested route on here), but it’s stressful in the city center, where pedestrians and cars rule. There are bike-rental places in just about every part of the city; I’ve listed just a few (all prices include helmets and locks). Handy Bike Tours Barcelona, near the Church of Santa Maria del Mar (50 yards behind the flame memorial), rents bikes and gives out maps and suggested biking routes (€5/hour, €10/4 hours, €15/24 hours, daily 10:00-19:00, leave €250 or photo ID as deposit, Carrer de l’Esparteria 3—see map on here, tel. 932-682-105, www.biketoursbarcelona.com); they also lead bike tours (see “Tours in Barcelona,” later).


To rent a bike on the Barceloneta beach, consider the following shops (see map on here for locations): Biciclot, on the sand 300 yards from Olympic Village towers (€5/hour, €10/3 hours, €17/24 hours, daily in summer 10:00-20:00, shorter hours off-season, Passeig Maritime 33, tel. 932-219-778, www.bikinginbarcelona.net), and Barcelona Rent-A-Bike, about four blocks from the Barceloneta Metro stop (€6/2 hours, €10/4 hours, €15/24 hours, daily 10:00-20:00, Passeig de Joan de Borbó 35, tel. 932-212-790, www.barcelonarentabike.com). Barcelona Rent-A-Bike also has a city-center location three blocks from Plaça de Catalunya (daily 9:30-20:00, inside the courtyard at Carrer dels Tallers 45—see map on here, tel. 933-171-970).


You’ll see racks of government-subsidized “Bicing” borrow-a-bikes around town, but these are only for locals, not tourists.
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GETTING AROUND BARCELONA


Barcelona’s Metro and bus system is run by TMB—Transports Metropolitans de Barcelona (tel. 902-075-027, www.tmb.cat). It’s worth asking for TMB’s excellent Metro/bus map at the TI, larger stations, or the TMB information counter in the Sants train station (not always available).


By Metro


The city’s Metro, among Europe’s best, connects just about every place you’ll visit. A single-ride ticket (bitlett senzill) costs €2.15. The T10 Card—€9.95 for 10 rides—is a great deal (cutting the per-ride cost more than in half). The card is shareable, even by companions (insert the card in the machine per passenger). The back of your T10 card will show how many trips were taken, with the time and date of each ride. One “ride” covers you for 1.25 hours of unlimited use on all Metro and local bus lines, as well as local rides on the RENFE and Rodalies de Catalunya train lines (including the ride to the train station) and the suburban FGC trains. Transfers made within your 1.25-hour limit are not counted as a new ride, but you still must revalidate your T10 Card whenever you transfer.
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Multiday “Hola BCN!” travel cards are also available (€14/2 days, €20.50/3 days, €26.50/4 days, €32/5 days). Machines at the Metro entrance have English instructions and sell all types of tickets (most machines accept credit/debit cards as well as cash).


Whatever type of ticket you use, keep it until you have exited the subway. You don’t need the ticket to go through the exit, but inspectors occasionally ask riders to show it.


Barcelona has several color-coded Metro lines. Most useful for tourists is the L3 (green) line. Handy city-center stops on this line include (in order):


Sants Estació: Main train station


Espanya: Plaça d’Espanya, with access to the lower part of Montjuïc and trains to Montserrat


Paral-lel: Funicular to the top of Montjuïc


Drassanes: Bottom of the Ramblas, near Maritime Museum and Maremagnum mall


Liceu: Middle of the Ramblas, near the heart of the Barri Gòtic and cathedral


Plaça de Catalunya: Top of the Ramblas and main square with TI, airport bus, and lots of transportation connections


Passeig de Gràcia: Classy Eixample street at the Block of Discord; also connection to L2 (purple) line to Sagrada Família and L4 (yellow) line (described below)


Diagonal: Gaudí’s La Pedrera


The L4 (yellow) line, which crosses the L3 (green) line at Passeig de Gràcia, has a few helpful stops, including Joanic (bus #116 to Park Güell), Jaume I (between the Barri Gòtic/cathedral and El Born/Picasso Museum), and Barceloneta (at the south end of El Born, near the harbor action).


Before riding the Metro, study a map (available at TIs, posted at entrances, and printed on some tourist city maps and in the front of this book) to get familiar with the system. Look for your line number and color, and find the end stop for your direction of travel. Enter the Metro by inserting your ticket into the turnstile (with the arrow pointing in), then reclaim it. Follow signs for your line and direction. On board, most trains have handy lighted displays that indicate upcoming stops. Because the lines cross one another multiple times, there can be several ways to make any one journey. (It’s a good idea to keep a general map with you—especially if you’re transferring.)


Watch your valuables. If I were a pickpocket, I’d set up shop along the made-for-tourists L3 (green) line.


By Bus


Given the excellent Metro service, it’s unlikely you’ll spend much time on local buses (also €2.15, covered by T10 Card, insert ticket in machine behind driver). However, buses are useful for reaching Park Güell, connecting the sights on Montjuïc, and getting to the beach. For information on hop-on, hop-off bus tours, see “Tours in Barcelona,” later.


By Taxi


Barcelona is one of Europe’s best taxi towns. Taxis are plentiful (there are more than 11,000) and honest, whether they like it or not. A green light on the roof indicates that a taxi is available. Cab rates are reasonable (€2.10 drop charge, about €1/kilometer, these “Tarif 2” rates are in effect 8:00-20:00, pay higher “Tarif 1” rates off-hours, €2.10 surcharge to/from train station, €3.10 surcharge for airport or cruise port, other fees posted in window). Save time by catching a cab (figure €10 from Ramblas to Sants station).


Tours in Barcelona


ON FOOT


TI Walking Tours


The TI at Plaça de Sant Jaume offers great guided walks through the Barri Gòtic. You’ll learn the medieval story of the city as you walk from Plaça de Sant Jaume through the cathedral neighborhood (€16, daily at 9:30, 2 hours, groups limited to 35, buy ticket 15 minutes early at the TI desk—not from the guide, in summer stop by the office a day ahead to reserve, tel. 932-853-832, www.barcelonaturisme.cat).


The TI at Plaça de Catalunya offers a Picasso walk, taking you through the streets of his youth and early career and finishing in the Picasso Museum (€22, includes museum entry, runs Tue-Sat at 15:00, 2 hours including museum visit). There are also walks for gourmets (€22, Mon-Fri at 10:30, 2 hours) and fans of Modernisme (€16; Mon, Wed, and Fri at 18:00; Nov-March Wed and Fri at 15:30; 2 hours). Other themes include literary Barcelona, the Spanish Civil War, and a medieval tour for children (drop by the office for a full list). It’s always smart to reserve in advance and double-check departure times with the TI.


The Ruta del Modernisme desk inside the Plaça de Catalunya TI offers tours of specific Modernista buildings that are otherwise not open to the public (see here).


Discover Walks


Discover Walks offers two daily walking tours, both two hours and €19: Gaudí (10:30, also at 17:00 April-Oct, meet in front of Casa Batlló), and the Ramblas and Barri Gòtic (15:00, meet in front of Liceu Opera House on the Ramblas). They also have a Gaudí tour for €49, which includes entry to Casa Batlló (skipping the line). The company distinguishes itself by using exclusively native-born guides—no expats (tel. 931-816-810, www.discoverwalks.com).


“Free” Walking Tours


A dozen or so companies offer “free” walks that rely on—and expect—tips to stay in business. Though led by young people who’ve basically memorized a clever script (rather than trained historians), these walks can be a fun, casual way to get your bearings. Runner Bean Tours, run by Gorka, Ann-Marie, and a handful of local guides, is reliable and well-established. They offer two 2.5-hour, English-only walks, one covering the Old City and the other covering Gaudí (both tours depart from Plaça Reial daily at 11:00, also at 16:30 April-mid-Oct, mobile 636-108-776, www.runnerbeantours.com). They also do night tours, family walks, and more. Groups can range from just a couple of people up to 30.


Local Guides


The Barcelona Guide Bureau is a co-op with about 35 local guides who give themed group tours as well as private, customized tours (check website for prices of group walks; customized tours cost €230/4 hours on weekdays, €275 on weekends; Via Laietana 50, tel. 932-682-422 or 933-107-778, www.barcelonaguidebureau.com).


José Soler is a great and fun-to-be-with local guide who enjoys tailoring a walk through his hometown to your interests (€250/half-day per group, mobile 615-059-326, www.pepitotours.com, info@pepitotours.com). He and his driver can take small groups by car or van on a four-hour Barcelona Highlights tour (€450-475) and can meet you at your hotel, the cruise port, or airport.


Cristina Sanjuán of Live Barcelona is another good, professional guide who leads walking tours and can also arrange cruise excursions (€155/2 hours, €20/each additional hour; €195 extra for a car for up to 2 people, €220 extra for up to 6; tel. 936-327-259, mobile 609-205-844, www.livebarcelona.com, info@livebarcelona.com).


ON WHEELS


Guided Bus Tours


The Barcelona Guide Bureau offers several sightseeing tours leaving from Plaça de Catalunya. Tours include most sight admissions and are designed to end at a major sight in case you’d like to spend more time there. The Gaudí tour visits Casa Batlló and Sagrada Família, as well as the facade of La Pedrera (€68, daily at 9:00, 3.5 hours). Other tours offered year-round include Montjuïc (€33, daily at 12:30, 2.5 hours); Barcelona Highlights (€64, daily at 10:00, also Mon-Sat at 12:30, 5 hours); and Montserrat (€49, Mon-Sat at 15:00, 4 hours—a convenient way to get to this mountaintop monastery if you don’t want to deal with public transportation). During high season, there are additional itineraries. You can get details and book tickets at a TI, on their website, or simply by showing up at their departure point on Plaça de Catalunya in front of the Deutsche Bank (next to Hard Rock Café—look for guides holding orange umbrellas; tel. 933-152-261, www.barcelonaguidebureau.com).
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