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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



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


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


This book offers a balanced mix of Barcelona’s must-see sights and lesser-known gems. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of tapas bars, I recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into Barcelona’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


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


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


Bon viatge! Happy travels!
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BARCELONA


Barcelona by Neighborhood


Map: Barcelona by Neighborhood


TOP NEIGHBORHOODS


Planning and Budgeting


PLANNING YOUR TIME


PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


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 lanes, pedestrian-friendly boulevards, elegant modern uptown, bohemian corners, and bustling market halls, and along its long beach promenade spiked with inviting beach bars (chiringuitos).


Like Los Angeles, Barcelona is basically flat, sloping gently from the foothills down to the sea. A large central square, Plaça de Catalunya, divides the older and newer parts of town. Above the square is the modern part called the Eixample. Below the square is the Old City and hilly Montjuïc, overlooking the harbor.


Barcelona is large (1.7 million people), though the Old City feels delightfully small. Its top sights are the cathedral, the Picasso Museum, and the fun-to-explore neighborhood itself. The Old City is made for strolling, from the broad, tree-lined Ramblas boulevard and the winding lanes lined with offbeat shops to the small squares ringed with cafés and dotted with palm trees. Make time to meander without a checklist.


Outside the Old City, the sights are scattered, but with a map and a willingness to figure out public transit (or take taxis), it’s all manageable. If you have extra time and interest, consider day trips to Montserrat (for pilgrims), Sitges (for sun worshippers), and Figueres and Cadaqués (for Salvador Dalí fans).


The region of Catalunya, anchored by Barcelona, is proudly Catalan and culturally different from Spain. You won’t find bullfighting here, where it’s banned—Barcelona turned its bullring into a shopping mall. Though Spanish is widely spoken in Catalunya, the native language is Catalan. This feisty region has chafed under rule by Spain over the years, especially during Francisco Franco’s repressive dictatorship. Today, many Catalan people clamor for increased autonomy, while some agitate for independence.
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Delightful Modernista architecture at wavy La Pedrera and the colorful Palace of Catalan Music





In Barcelona, you’ll see the evidence of its long history, from ancient Roman ruins (when the city was named Barcino) to medieval churches, twisty Gothic lanes, and monuments to Columbus and the sea trade. By the late 19th century, Barcelona had boomed into an industrial powerhouse.


This thriving city became a showpiece of innovative art and architecture. Talented Catalan architects, including Antoni Gaudí, forged the Modernista style and remade the city’s skyline with curvy, fanciful buildings such as the dragon-roofed Casa Batlló and wavy La Pedrera, culminating in Gaudí’s Sagrada Família, a gloriously avant-garde church under construction since 1882. Throughout the city, you’ll glimpse Modernista architecture. Rows of ironwork balconies are punctuated with colorful, playful details: bay windows, turrets, hanging lanterns, flower boxes, carved reliefs, and painted tiles.


Pablo Picasso lived in Barcelona as a teenager—just as he was on the verge of reinventing painting. Salvador Dalí and Joan Miró are among the world-changing 20th-century artists with ties to Barcelona. All three artists are represented by dedicated museums in Barcelona or nearby.




Circle Dances in Squares and Castles in the Air


From circle dancing to human towers, Catalans are proud of their distinctive cultural traditions.


For many, the slow-motion sardana dance is a patriotic display of Catalan unity, while for others, it’s a fun chance to kick up their heels. To dance the sardana, participants form a circle, often on a public square. Holding hands with their arms raised, they gracefully step and hop to the music. The band consists of a long flute, oboes, strange-looking brass instruments, and a bongo-like drum.


All are welcome to join in, even tourists cursed with two left feet. Dances are held in the square in front of the cathedral on Sundays at 11:15 and many Saturdays at 18:00 (fewer mid-June-July, none in August). Put your day bag in the center of your circle, as other participants do, to guard against theft.


Another Catalan tradition is the castell, a tower erected solely of people. Towers can be up to 10 humans high. The burliest form the base, supporting the manilles (“handles”) who help haul others to the top, including the smallest of all, who becomes the steeple. Spotters cluster around the base in case anyone falls. Castelleres are judged on how quickly they build their towers and how fast they dismantle them. Castells pop up at festivals (such as Festa Major de Gràcia in mid-August and La Mercè in late September) and usually in the cathedral square on spring and summer Saturdays at 19:30.




[image: Image]


Catalan pride in living action: sardana dancing and tower building





Both traditions—the sardana and castells—require group participation, which is fitting for Catalunya, known for its community spirit. Keeping its traditions and language alive, Catalans proudly say, “Visca Catalunya!” (Long live Catalunya!)
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The Miró mosaic on the Ramblas; strolling lush Gaudí-designed Park Güell





Perched on the sea, Barcelona itself is a work of art. Find a viewpoint to enjoy it, whether from a cable car, a cathedral rooftop, or Gaudí’s colorful Park Güell.


In this coastal city, seafood is always on the menu, along with Spain’s ever-present ham. Restaurants serve dinner late by our standards. To cope, do as the locals do, and dip into tapas bars in the early evening to enjoy Catalan small plates that can add up to an entertaining meal. Wash it all down with a caña (small beer), crianza (fine aged wine), or cava (sparkling wine). Then spill into the crowded streets to join the paseo, when everyone strolls in the cool of the evening.


Today’s Barcelona is as vibrant as ever. Locals still join hands and dance the everyone’s-welcome sardana in front of the cathedral. Neighborhood festivals jam the events calendar. Barcelona’s engaging culture is on an unstoppable roll in Spain’s most cosmopolitan and European corner.



Barcelona by Neighborhood



Barcelona is a big city, but its major sights cluster in convenient zones. Travelers need only focus on a few areas: the Old City, the harbor/Barceloneta, the Eixample, and Montjuïc. Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell is north of the Eixample in the Gràcia district. Grouping your sightseeing, walks, dining, and shopping thoughtfully can save you lots of time and money.
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TOP 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 Via Laietana, a vehicle-heavy thoroughfare running roughly parallel to the Ramblas. Between the Ramblas and Via Laietana is the characteristic Barri Gòtic (BAH-ree GOH-teek), 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 (aka “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 El Raval (rah-VAHL), rough-edged in places but enlivened by its university and modern-art museum. Below it is the emerging foodie neighborhood of El Poble-Sec.


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 stretches several miles east.
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Trendy El Born (opposite); Ramblas vista; tapas bar; Port Vell waterfront bridge; street performer
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Modernista Block of Discord (Eixample); Dalí art (Figueres); Cadaqués beach; Montjuïc towers; Montserrat (opposite)






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 cutoff 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 Square). To the east is the Sagrada Família; to the north is the Gràcia district and Antoni Gaudí’s Park Güell.


Montjuïc


The large hill overlooking the city to the southwest is Montjuïc (mohn-jew-EEK), home to a variety of sights, 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 Magic Fountains and the bullring-turned-mall, Las Arenas).


Day Trips


When you’re ready to explore beyond Barcelona, you have good options: Montserrat is Catalunya’s most important pilgrimage site, with a mountaintop Benedictine monastery (accessible by scenic and fun cable car or rack railway).


[image: Image]


Fans of surrealist artist Salvador Dalí can combine these two neighboring towns for a terrific day trip: Figueres, home to the best museum devoted to the artist—the Dalí Theater-Museum—and the beach town of Cadaqués, where the artist lived in the outstanding Salvador Dalí House and Garden.


Sitges, a popular resort and artists’ haunt, boasts a charming Old Town and nine beaches connected by a promenade.
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Planning and Budgeting


The best trips start with good planning. Your biggest decisions are when to go, how to structure your days, and how much money you’ll spend. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


As you read this book and learn your options...


Decide 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, somewhat 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.


Work out a day-by-day itinerary.


The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. You can adapt these itineraries to fit your own interests and speed. For a quick look at open and closed days for major sights, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation chapter. Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.



Barcelona in One Day



For a relaxing day, stroll the Ramblas, visit the Sagrada Família and Picasso Museum, and have dinner in the El Born district. Or try the following ambitious plan (only possible with advance reservations).
















	9:00

	From Plaça de Catalunya, follow my Barri Gòtic Walk and Barcelona Cathedral Tour. (Or follow my free Barcelona City Walk audio tour.)






	11:00

	Starting near the cathedral, take my El Born Walk to the Picasso Museum, stopping midway for a quick, early lunch at Santa Caterina Market.






	12:30

	Tour the Picasso Museum.






	14:00

	Catch a taxi or the Metro to the Sagrada Família.






	14:30

	Tour the Sagrada Família.






	16:30

	Hop a taxi or the Metro to the Diagonal Metro stop.






	17:00

	Take my Eixample Walk to Plaça de Catalunya. (To shorten the walk, stay on Passeig de Gràcia to see the main Modernista sights: La Pedrera and the Block of Discord.)






	19:00

	From Plaça de Catalunya, take my Ramblas Ramble to the harborfront.






	Evening

	From the harborfront (or any point along the Ramblas) take a taxi to a neighborhood with good tapas bars (which open early): Barceloneta (stroll the beach promenade); Barri Gòtic (around the cathedral); or lively El Born. Foodies can walk to nearby El Raval or El Poble-Sec for cheaper, bohemian-chic eateries. Note that restaurants open late, around 21:00.
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Barcelona icons: Gaudí’s soaring Sagrada Família and a dish of succulent paella
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Cathedral square; Ramblas paseo; street musicians; art shop in Barri Gòtic






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 Modernista sights (La Pedrera, Sagrada Família, Park Güell, or the less-crowded Casa Vicens and Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau). If you have a third day, visit Montjuïc and/or side-trip to Montserrat.


With extra time, consider taking a hop-on, hop-off bus tour for a sightseeing overview (for example, the Bus Turístic 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 Barcelona Cathedral Tour. (Or follow my free Barcelona City Walk audio tour.)






	11:00

	Browse the fun shops described in my Barri Gòtic Shopping Walk (see the Shopping chapter).






	13:00

	Take my El Born Walk, which starts near the cathedral. Drop into Santa Caterina Market for lunch.






	15:00

	Tour the Picasso Museum.






	17:00

	Stroll the Ramblas (follow my Ramblas Ramble and visit La Boqueria market).






	Evening

	For a tapas-bar dinner, choose among the neighborhoods listed in my one-day plan. Other possibilities include sightseeing (many sights are open late), concerts, or hanging out at a beach bar in Barceloneta.









Day 2: Modernisme
















	9:00

	Take my Eixample Walk, touring La Pedrera and/or one of the Block of Discord houses—Casa Batlló or Casa Amatller. Consider visiting Casa Vicens, a brief Metro ride from La Pedrera. Have lunch along the way.






	12:30

	From Plaça de Catalunya, hop a taxi or Metro to the Sagrada Família.






	13:00

	Tour the Sagrada Família.






	15:00

	Choose among these options: Walk to Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau. Taxi to Park Güell for more Gaudí. Take the bus to Montjuïc (if you’re not going to Montjuïc on Day 3). Or explore the Old Port and the beach scene.






	Evening

	Choose among the evening activities listed earlier.









Day 3: Montjuïc and Barceloneta


Tour Montjuïc, stopping at Fundació Joan Miró and the Catalan Art Museum. 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 beach bar for dinner.


Day 4


Consider these options: Visit the markets (La Boqueria Santa Caterina, La Concepció, or Sant Antoni—all closed Sun). Tour more sights (Palau Güell’s Modernista interior, Barcelona History Museum, Frederic Marès Museum, Chocolate Museum, and more). Take a walking tour, bike tour, or tapas 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 (reserve both in advance; see the Day Trips from Barcelona chapter).
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Ham hocks at La Boqueria market; Montjuïc cable car with grand views
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


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


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Barcelona costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $90 for Metro tickets and a couple of day trips by train. To get between Barcelona and El Prat airport, figure $15-80 round-trip, depending on which option you choose.


Budget Tips: Use the city’s public transportation, and visit sights by neighborhood for efficiency.


Buy an ArticketBCN pass and use it wisely (see here). Visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).
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Discounts: Some hotels, restaurants, and tour companies offer discounts to my readers. Look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book.


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel and book good-value rooms early. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Barcelona. You can get tasty, affordable meals at sandwich shops, kebab stands, and tapas bars. Shop the market halls and cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.
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Easy-to-use Metro system; friendly hotel clerk; tasty tapas options; detail of Sagrada Família facade (opposite)






[image: Image]



BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks for a new passport or renewal). Get passport and country-specific travel info at travel.state.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en [URL inactive]), and if traveling in the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, gov.uk/visas-immigration).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights (start your search online at Google Flights or Kayak). If you’re traveling beyond Catalunya, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or a cheap flight. (You can wing it in Europe, but it may cost more.) Drivers need to bring an International Driving Permit ($30, apply online at aaa.com/vacation/idpf.html) along with a license.


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


Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. Every visitor wants to see the same sights in Barcelona—the Picasso Museum, La Pedrera (Casa Milà), Sagrada Família church, Casa Batlló, and Park Güell—so it’s essential to book in advance. While technically you can try to buy tickets at these sights (except Sagrada Família), I consider reservations mandatory in Barcelona.


Booking ahead is also a must to visit the Dalí sights in Figueres and/or Cadaqués. It’s also smart to book ahead for experiences such as a food tour or hiring a local guide.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” credit cards are the simplest way to pay for many things in Europe (you can also set up your smartphone or smartwatch for contactless payments). You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Don’t bring euros from home; it’s cheaper to withdraw cash from a bank ATM in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Check what type of international service your carrier offers, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist on here as a guide.




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes audio tours covering my Barcelona City Walk and Eixample Walk (look for the [image: Image]) and many interviews relating to Spain. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at classroom.ricksteves.com.
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Travel Smart


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


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


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, book in advance for sights, events, and tours; reconfirm hotels; and check transit connections.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take commonsense precautions with your valuables, especially phones, credit cards, and cash (store them securely). Don’t set important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.


Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta at your hotel, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Take frequent ice cream breaks.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or visiting sights early or late (see the Nightlife in Barcelona chapter for a list of sights open late).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Catalans speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Catalan or Spanish, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Catalan people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best tapa, Modernista architecture, or street performer. Join the paseo and dance the sardana. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Barcelona...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO BARCELONA


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Greater Barcelona


ARRIVAL IN BARCELONA


HELPFUL HINTS


Map: Central Barcelona


GETTING AROUND BARCELONA


Tours in Barcelona


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


SPECIALTY TOURS AND ACTIVITIES


Bustling Barcelona is geographically big and culturally complex. Plan your time carefully, carving up the metropolis into manageable sightseeing neighborhoods. For efficiency, learn to navigate Barcelona by Metro, bus, and taxi. Make reservations in advance for Barcelona’s most popular sights—otherwise, you may not get in at all. 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.


This chapter offers helpful hints and details on Barcelona’s tourist services, a rundown of your options for getting around, and recommendations for organized tours and local guides. For an overview of the city’s neighborhoods and detailed day plans, see the previous chapter.


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).


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Barcelona’s helpful TI has several branches (+34 932 853 832, barcelonaturisme.com). The primary TI is hidden 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). Other branches are scattered around the city and typically have shorter hours. Locations include on Pla de la Seu in the Barri Gòtic (next to the Barcelona Cathedral), inside the base of the harborside Columbus Monument (daily 8:30-13:30), and at the airport (terminals 1 and 2).
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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), seasonally at the Nord bus station, at cruise terminals along the port, and on Plaça de Catalunya. Throughout the summer, red-jacketed tourist-info helpers appear in touristy parts of town; although they work for the hop-on, hop-off Bus Turístic, they are happy to answer questions.


TIs sell tickets to most major sights (except the Picasso Museum) and events around town, as well as a variety of tours—including day trips to nearby destinations. They also sell the ArticketBCN sightseeing pass, tickets for Bus Turístic and City Tour Barcelona buses, and TI-run walking tours.


Modernisme Route: A handy overview of all 120 of Barcelona’s Modernista buildings is available online at rutadelmodernisme.com, including a Google map marked with locations. (Poke around on the website to find a shorter, one-day itinerary.) Throughout the city, you’ll see red “Ruta del Modernisme” paving stones indicating this route.


Sightseeing Passes: The ArticketBCN 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 (Museu Nacional), and Fundació Joan Miró (€38, valid 12 months; sold online, at participating museums, and at most TIs; articketbcn.org). If you visit three or more covered museums, this ticket can save you money and time. Just show your ArticketBCN to the ticket taker or at the info desk, and you’ll get your museum ticket, which you can use to enter at any time (especially useful for Picasso Museum).


For most travelers, the Barcelona Card and the Barcelona Card Express are not worth the trouble.


Digital Publications: Good pretrip planning tools include Time Out BCN Guide (concise but thorough day-by-day list of events, timeout.com/barcelona) and Barcelona Metropolitan magazine (timely coverage of local topics and events, barcelona-metropolitan.com).


ARRIVAL IN BARCELONA


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


HELPFUL HINTS


Book Ahead: To ensure you’ll see Barcelona’s top (and very crowded) sights—the Picasso Museum, La Pedrera (Casa Milà), Sagrada Família, Casa Batlló, and Park Güell—book timed-entry tickets online in advance. It’s easy, it’s cheap, and it’s for your own good (and for Sagrada Família, it’s required). Outside of Barcelona, guided tours of Dalí’s house in Cadaqués must be reserved well in advance, and advance tickets are smart for the Dalí Theater-Museum in Figueres. Book as far ahead as possible for these sights (same-day tickets may be an option—but why risk it?).




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


This is a popular nationalistic refrain you may 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 (visit Madrid or Sevilla for those). 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. More than half of Catalunya’s population lives in greater Barcelona.


[image: Image]


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, as Catalunya often chose the losing 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 (locals showed their regional pride by flying their football team’s flag instead).


Three of Barcelona’s monuments are reminders of royal and Franco-era suppression. Citadel Park was originally a military citadel, constructed in the 18th century to keep locals in line. The Castle of Montjuïc, built for similar reasons, was the site of many political executions, including hundreds in the Franco era. The Sacred Heart Church atop Tibidabo, completed under Franco, was meant to atone for Barcelona’s sins during the civil war—the main sin being opposition to Franco. Today, Catalunya is still divided: Some favor independence, while others are loyal to Spain (see “Independence for Catalunya?” on here).


To see real Catalan culture, look for the sardana dance or an exhibition of castellers. The main symbol of Catalunya is the dragon 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 bars on a gold field. Why red stripes? According to legend, Wilfred the Hairy—a count of Barcelona and one of the founding fathers of Catalunya—was wounded in a ninth-century 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.


The Catalan language is irrevocably tied to the history and spirit of the Catalan people. After the mid-1970s end of the Franco era, the Catalan language made a huge comeback. Schools are now required to conduct all classes in Catalan; most school-age children learn both Catalan and Spanish. While all Barcelonans speak Spanish, nearly all understand Catalan, three-quarters speak Catalan, and half can write it. Catalan is most widely spoken outside of the big city, in the small towns and countryside.


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
















	Plaça de Catalunya

	PLAH-sah duh kah-tah-LOON-yah






	Eixample

	ay-SHAM-plah






	Passeig de Gràcia

	pah-SAYJ duh GRAH-see-ah






	Catedral

	kah-tah-DRAL






	Barri Gòtic

	BAH-ree GOH-teek






	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-SAYJ)






	Avenue

	
avinguda (ah-veen-GOO-dah)









For more Catalan words, see the survival phrases in the Practicalities chapter.





When booking, aim for midafternoon or early evening, to avoid crowds: The city’s major sites are busiest in the morning before 13:00 and during free entry times.


If you didn’t book ahead, the TI may sell last-minute tickets to these sights (for a few extra euros). Some sights post QR codes that you can scan for last-minute tickets—maybe luck will smile on you.


Overtourism: Spain is struggling under the weight of its own popularity, with a record 94 million visitors in 2024. While that’s a boon for the tourism industry, some locals are alarmed and frustrated by crowds of visitors overwhelming their communities. There have even been sporadic but high-profile “anti-tourism” protests. Perhaps better characterized as “anti-overtourism” protests, these are typically nonviolent and targeted not at visitors, but at local governments. Major issues include mitigating the impact of cruise-ship arrivals and regulating short-term rentals to keep housing affordable and neighborhoods local. I take this trend as a reminder to be a mindful guest in Spain: patient when places are crowded, conscientious about my own footprint, and empathetic to locals trying to go about their daily lives.



[image: Image]



Theft and Scam Alert: You have a better chance of being pickpocketed here—especially on the Ramblas—than anywhere else in Europe. Wherever there are tourist crowds, pickpockets are at work. The Sagrada Família (both inside and out), with its hordes of tourists gawking skyward, is particularly popular with thieves. Leave valuables in your hotel and wear a money belt.


Street scams are easy to avoid if you recognize them. Most common is the too-friendly local who tries to engage you in conversation. 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 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 a distraction by a team of thieves. On pedestrian streets, thieves on bikes are adept at swooping by and grabbing a purse or day bag you’ve placed right at your feet. But don’t be intimidated...just be smart.


Personal Safety: Some areas feel seedy and can be unsafe after dark. Most crime is nonviolent, but muggings do occur. Certain parts of the Barri Gòtic (basically the two or three blocks directly south and east of Plaça Reial) and El Raval (just west of the Ramblas) can be dicey. One block can separate a comfy tourist zone from an unsavory area. If you use common sense in avoiding dark and lonely lanes, you should be fine.


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. The language someone favors can be a reflection of their political leanings.


Baggage Storage: Locker Barcelona is located just a few minutes’ walk from Plaça de Catalunya. For weekends and holidays, book a locker in advance (cost depends on size, daily 8:30-21:00, shorter hours in winter, Carrer d’Estruc 36, +34 933 028 796, lockerbarcelona.com). For location, see the map on here.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: The Boqueria and Santa Caterina markets are closed. Some sights close early today, including the Olympic and Sports Museum (14:30), the Catalan Art Museum (15:00), and the Palace of Catalan Music (15:30). Informal performances of the sardana national dance take place in front of the cathedral at 11:15 (none in Aug).


Some museums are free (and crowded) at certain times: Catalan Art Museum (first Sun of the month plus Sat after 15:00); Picasso Museum (first Sun of month plus Thu late afternoon-close); Maritime Museum (Sun after 15:00); and Barcelona History Museum and Frederic Marès Museum (first Sun of month plus other Sun from 15:00). Although free, sights such as the Catalan Art Museum and Picasso Museum still require reservations, and slots often open only a few days in advance. I’d opt for another day when these places are less crowded.


Monday: Many sights are closed, including the Picasso Museum, Catalan Art Museum, Palau Güell, Barcelona History Museum, Santa Eulàlia schooner (part of the Maritime Museum), Fundació Joan Miró, Frederic Marès Museum, El Born Cultural and Memory 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 Museu Amatller.


Tuesday: All major sights are open.


Wednesday: All major sights are open.


Thursday: All major sights are open.


Friday: All major sights are open.


Saturday: All major sights are open. Barcelonans often dance the sardana at 18:00 in front of the cathedral (none in Aug).


Late-Hours Sightseeing: For a list of sights open late, see the Nightlife in Barcelona chapter.


Magic Fountains: The Magic Fountains don’t operate during drought conditions. When it’s wet enough, they come alive Wed-Sun evenings in summer (Thu-Sat off-season, none Jan-Feb).





Pharmacy: Pharmacies are sprinkled throughout the Barri Gòtic and Eixample: Look for a bright green illuminated cross. A 24-hour pharmacy is across from La Boqueria Market at #98 on the Ramblas.


Laundry: The clean-as-a-whistle LavaXpres is centrally located near recommended Plaça de Catalunya and Ramblas hotels (self-service, English instructions, daily 8:00-22:00, Passatge d’Elisabets 3—see the map on here, lavaxpres.com). Splash Laundry, in the Eixample, has machines with detergent preloaded (daily 8:00-22:00, Carrer de la Diputació 199—see the map on here, +34 629 330 601, splashlaundry.es.)


Bike Rental: Biking is a joy in Citadel Park and along the beach (suggested route on here), but it’s stressful in the city center. Bike-rental shops are in just about every part of the city; the two I’ve listed are close to Citadel Park and Barceloneta.


Ben Bike Bicitram, right across from Citadel Park, rents standard and e-bikes (daily, Passeig Picasso 46, +34 603 585 788, ben-bike.webnode.es). A-Bike is near the Drassanes Metro stop, just a block from the Ramblas (daily, standard and e-bikes, Carrer de Montserrat 8, +34 666 057 655, a-bike.es).


For point-to-point rides, you can use Lime or Bolt, or check out the apps Donkey Republic and RideMovi. You’ll see racks of government-subsidized “Bicing” borrow-a-bikes around town, but these are only for locals.


GETTING AROUND BARCELONA


Barcelona’s Metro and bus system is run by TMB—Transports Metropolitans de Barcelona (+34 932 987 000 or +34 932 148 000, tmb.cat). It’s worth asking for TMB’s excellent Metro/bus map at the TI, larger stations, or the TMB info counter in the Sants train station. Google Maps is a great route planner for both Metro and bus riders. You’ll also find a color map of useful public transportation routes in the back of this book.


The TMB app can also be used to find buses and trains, but it is not designed for ticket purchases by American travelers (it requires two separate apps and a Spanish ID number). This may change, but I wouldn’t invest too much time figuring it out.


TMB operates a separate website and app for tourists called Hola Barcelona, selling multiday travel cards and other transportation options—including trips out of the city—at a discount (holabarcelona.com).


Tickets and Multiride Cards


A single-ride ticket (bitllet senzill) costs €2.65 and gives you one ride on the Metro, bus, or Montjuïc funicular (no transfers between modes of transit).


The T-Casual card (€12.55 for 10 rides, plus €1 for the card) and the T-Dia card (€11.55 for 24 hours) are for individual travelers only. The T-Familiar card (€11.05 for 8 rides, plus €1 for the card) is shareable as long as you stay together the entire journey (you’ll be fined for riding without a ticket). With a multiride card, 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. Taking the Metro to or from the airport requires a separate €5.70 fare (more convenient by Aerobús shuttle—see the Barcelona Connections chapter).


These tickets and passes are sold at machines at Metro stations and some bus stops (hit the UK flag for English). Most machines accept coins, bills, and credit/debit cards—though the latter may take a few tries, and you’ll need to enter a PIN. If you get stuck, press the button on the machine for assistance, and someone will come to help. On buses you can use contactless payment methods (credit card or phone), but not cash, to buy a single ticket.


Multiday Travel Cards: Multiday travel cards cover unlimited travel for two or more days and include Metro service between the city and airport (€18.10/2 days, €26.30/3 days, €34.40/4 days, €42.10/5 days). These are cheaper if you purchase through the Hola Barcelona app. You may still need to print your ticket at a machine using your voucher number (select “online collection”). If you need help, there’s an Hola Barcelona shop near the L3 Metro entrance at Plaça de Catalunya.


By Metro


The city’s Metro, among Europe’s best, connects just about every place you’ll visit.


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


[image: Image]


Sants Estació: Main train station


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


Poble Sec: Nightlife and eateries at base of Montjuïc


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 later)




City of Festivals


Barcelona celebrates more festivals, markets, and street fairs than your average city. It seems they dance the sardana (a circle dance), build castells (human pyramids), parade colorful gegants (giant puppets), and light up the night with fireworks displays called correfoc (fire run) whenever there’s an excuse to party. Here are Barcelona’s most lively festivals:
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Christmas: This festival season lasts from November 28 when the lights are switched on through Epiphany on January 6, known here as “Three Kings Day”—when Baby Jesus got his gifts and when good Catalan kids get theirs, too.


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, barcelona.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, 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, barcelona.cat/culturapopular, click on “Festivals and Traditions”).


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, barcelona.cat/grec).


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: This little spectacle of local folk traditions—human towers (castells), giant puppets (gegants), folk music, and dancing—happens spring and summer on the square in front of the cathedral (Saturdays at 19:30, May-Sept).


Festes de Sant Roc: The Barri Gòtic’s biggest street party features gegants, sardana dancing, games, and fireworks (mid-Aug).


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, festamajordegracia.cat).


La Mercè: Barcelona’s main street festival is named after the city’s other 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, barcelona.cat/lamerce).





Diagonal: Gaudí’s La Pedrera


Lesseps: Closest stop for Gaudí’s Park Güell


The L4 (yellow) line, which crosses the L3 (green) line at Passeig de Gràcia, has a few helpful stops, including 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).


Riding the Metro: Before boarding, study a map (posted at Metro entrances, platforms, and aboard Metro cars) 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), retrieving it, and passing through. Once inside, follow signs for your line and direction.


On board, most cars 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 carry a general map with you—especially if you’re transferring.) Keep your Metro ticket until you’ve exited the system, just in case an inspector asks to see it.


Watch your valuables. If I were a pickpocket, my beat would be 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 (insert ticket in machine behind driver or use contactless pay options). Buses are useful, however, to get to Park Güell (bus #24 or #116), to connect the sights on Montjuïc, and to reach the beach.


By Taxi


Barcelona is one of Europe’s best taxi towns. Save time by catching a cab (figure €10 from Ramblas to Sants station). Taxis are plentiful and honest, and cab rates are reasonable (€3 drop charge; €1.50/kilometer during the day; €2/kilometer 20:00-8:00, Sun, and holidays; €2.50 surcharge from Sants train station; fixed €30 fee for the airport from downtown; €4.50 surcharge for the cruise port). Uber and Lyft do not work well in Barcelona. Similar to Uber, the Taxi Barcelona & AMB app lets you order a car and offers a fixed-price ride to your destination.



Tours in Barcelona



ON FOOT


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free Barcelona City Walk and Eixample Walk audio tours, which illuminate some of the city’s top sights and neighborhoods (see here).


TI Walking Tours


The TI at Pla de la Seu (next to the Barcelona Cathedral) offers great guided walks through the Barri Gòtic. You’ll learn the medieval story of the city as you walk through the cathedral neighborhood (€27, includes entry to Frederic Marès Museum; Mon-Sat at 10:00, 2 hours; buy online in advance—especially in summer when they sell out; otherwise buy ticket 15 minutes early at the TI desk—not from the guide; +34 932 853 832, barcelonaturisme.com).


The TI at Plaça de Catalunya offers a Picasso walk through the streets of his youth and early career, finishing in the Picasso Museum (€40, year-round Tue and Sat at 10:00 and 15:00, Thu at 10:00, 2 hours including museum visit). It’s smart to reserve in advance and double-check departure times with the TI (barcelonaturisme.com).


“Tip-Based” Walking Tours


A few companies offer “free” (more honestly, these are “tip-based”) walks. They rely on—and expect—tips to stay in business. 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, offering daily tip-based tours and private guides for hire. They offer two 2.5-hour, English-only walks, one on the Old City and the other covering Gaudí (daily at 11:00, Old City tour also at 16:30 April-Oct (€2.50 booking fee, must book online, typically 10 to 15 per group, English only, average tip is €10, +34 636 108 776, runnerbeantours.com). They also do an array of fixed-price tours, including for families.


Local Guides


These are two reliable and good local guides that I’ve enjoyed working with for years. They do both walking tours and visits to museums and sights (€250/3 hours) and can help book museum entrances as needed: Sònia Crespo (+34 610 442 052, sonia@barcelonaexperts.com and Mariona Prats (+34 607 605 776, mariona@barcelonasustainabletours.com).


José Soler is a great and fun-to-be-with local guide who enjoys tailoring a walk through his hometown to your interests (€325/4 hours, for up to 6 people, +34 615 059 326, details at pepitotours.com, info@pepitotours.com). He and his driver also take small groups by car, van, or minibus on four-hour Barcelona highlights tours and tours outside the city (from €650); they can meet you at your hotel, the cruise port, or the airport.


Adi Mahler is a knowledgeable local guide giving private tours of Barcelona, including the Gothic Quarter, with a focus on the history of Jews in Barcelona (€50/person for 2 hours, €80/person for 4 hours, minimum 2 people, jewishtoursbarcelona.com, adi_mahler@yahoo.co.uk, +34 633 400 142).


Live Barcelona is a team of professional, enthusiastic guides led by Cristina Sanjuán since 1997. They offer a variety of walking or chauffeured tours and can arrange cruise excursions and transfers (from €275/3 hours/group, details on web, WhatsApp and mobile +34 609 205 844, livebarcelona.com, info@livebarcelona.com).


ON WHEELS


Guided Bus Tours


Catalunya Bus Turístic runs excursions to nearby destinations, including some that are difficult to reach by public transportation. Trips include the Premium Montserrat Tour (€74, leaves daily at 9:15 and returns at 16:15, includes rack railway and admissions to basilica, La Moreneta, and boys’ choir performance), Easy Montserrat (€56, same schedule as Premium Montserrat, includes rack railway), and Salvador Dalí sights in Figueres and Girona (€87, leaves at 8:30 and returns at 19:15, check website for days). Itineraries depart from the Nord bus station, close to the Triumphal Arch (live trilingual commentary in Catalan, Spanish, and English; book online or on Hola Barcelona app for 10 percent discount, +34 932 805 805, catalunyabusturistic.com).


Hop-On, Hop-Off Buses


The handy hop-on, hop-off Bus Turístic offers two multistop circuits in colorful double-decker buses that go topless in sunny weather and are useful as a once-over-lightly tour or simply to get around. The two-hour blue route covers north Barcelona (most Gaudí sights—including Park Güell, Tibidabo; departs from El Corte Inglés on Plaça de Catalunya). The two-hour red route covers south Barcelona (Old City, lower Eixample, Sagrada Família, Montjuïc; departs from the Ramblas side of Plaça de Catalunya). All have (fairly dull) headphone commentary and free Wi-Fi (daily 9:00-19:00, buses run every 15 minutes or so depending on season and traffic, barcelonabusturistic.cat). One-day (€33) and two-day (€44) tickets, which you can buy on the bus, at the TI, or cheaper online or on the Hola Barcelona app, offer discounts on the city’s major sights and walking tours. Another company, City Tour Barcelona, offers a similar service (same price and discounts, routes are divided into west-east instead, no Tibidabo, barcelona.city-tour.com). Note that major stops can sometimes have long lines.
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Bike Tours


Barcelona Bike Tour offers 2.5-hour bike tours taking you from sight to sight, mostly on bike paths and through parks, with stop-and-go commentary in English (€31, e-bike-€39, daily at 10:00, limited to 10 people—reserve online in advance, Carrer Tallers 45, +34 933 171 970, barcelonaciclotour.com).


Barcelona eBikes offers daily themed tours, including Gaudí Highlights (€42, daily at 11:00) and a Picasso and Bohemian tour (€40, daily at 16:00). Tours start at their office in El Born (Plaça San Agustín Vell 16, +34 935 480 457, barcelonaebikes.com).


SPECIALTY TOURS AND ACTIVITIES


Spanish Civil War Tours


Nick Lloyd is the author of Forgotten Places: Barcelona and the Spanish Civil War. He is a passionate teacher who takes small groups on walks through the Old City to explain the social context and significance of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) in Barcelona. History buffs really love this tour (€35/person, Tue and Fri mornings, 4 hours with an hour-long stop in a café for a sit-down talk, English only, private tours also available, thespanishcivilwar.com).


Cooking Classes and Food Tours


Cook & Taste offers group cooking classes in which you’ll make and eat traditional dishes paired with local wines (group classes daily at 11:00 and 17:00, €75/person, €13 extra for guided La Boqueria or Santa Caterina visit offered Tue-Sat morning or Fri afternoon before the cooking class, Carrer Paradís 3, +34 933 021 320, cookandtaste.net). They also offer private classes and a chef-guided gastronomic tour of gourmet food and wine shops and La Boqueria.


Food Lovers Company guides Nuria and Susana carefully select traditional and atmospheric spots in the old center where (at usually three sit-down stops) you can sample high-quality seasonal specialties as they share personal insights on Barcelona and its cuisine (from €170/person, morning tours, 4 hours, 2 people minimum, 6 people maximum, winery tours explained on their website, +34 635 604 290, foodloverscompany.com, hello@foodloverscompany.com).


The Barcelona Taste takes small groups on guided walks, making three stops in roughly three hours. They enthusiastically introduce you to lots of local treats and drinks, making this a great way to orient yourself to Barcelona food at the beginning of your visit. Options include a lunch tour (13:00-15:45) in the Eixample and evening tours (19:00-22:00) in the Gothic Quarter or the up-and-coming El Poble-Sec neighborhood (from €124/person, daily, reserve early in season, thebarcelonataste.com). They also offer daily expert wine tastings, craft beer tours, and olive oil masterclasses (from €52/person).


Spanish Wanderlust, run by the charming and enthusiastic New York expat Allison Pullen, offers private food tours customized to your time and taste. Allison’s typical tour is four hours in the old town with a quick market tour and four sit-down tasting stops that amounts to an unforgettable mobile meal (€275/2 people, about €100 per person after that, arrange a planning phone call by emailing wanderlust@gmail.com, spanishwanderlust.com).
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SIGHTS IN BARCELONA


Barcelona at a Glance


ON OR NEAR THE RAMBLAS


▲▲The Ramblas


▲La Boqueria Market


▲Palau Güell


Plaça Reial


LOWER RAMBLAS AND HARBORFRONT


▲Maritime Museum (Museu Marítim)


Map: Barcelona’s Old City


Columbus Monument (Monument a Colóm)


Golondrinas Cruises


BARRI GÒTIC


Avinguda del Portal de l’Àngel


▲Barcelona Cathedral (Catedral de Barcelona)


▲Sardana Dances


▲Frederic Marès Museum (Museu Frederic Marès)


Plaça de Sant Jaume


Roman Temple of Augustus (Temple Roma d’August)


Plaça del Rei


▲Barcelona History Museum—Plaça del Rei (Museu d’Història de Barcelona)


EL BORN


▲▲▲Picasso Museum (Museu Picasso)


▲▲Palace of Catalan Music (Palau de la Música Catalana)


Banksy Museum


▲Santa Caterina Market (Mercat de Santa Caterina)


▲Church of Santa Maria del Mar (Basílicia de Santa Maria del Mar)


El Born Cultural and Memory Center (El Born Centre de Cultura i Memòria)


Chocolate Museum (Museu de la Xocolata)


EL RAVAL AND NEARBY


El Raval to El Poble-Sec Stroll


Map: El Raval


Museum of Contemporary Art (MACBA)


▲Sant Antoni Market (Mercat de Sant Antoni)


THE EIXAMPLE


Modernista Sights in the Eixample


Map: Modernista Sights


▲Casa Batlló


Casa Museu Amatller


▲▲La Pedrera (Casa Milà)


▲▲▲Sagrada Família (Holy Family Church)


Less Crowded Modernista Sights near the Eixample


▲Recinte Modernista de Sant Pau


▲Casa Vicens


BEYOND THE EIXAMPLE


▲▲Park Güell


Map: Park Güell


Tibidabo


Camp Nou Stadium


MONTJUÏC


Map: Montjuïc


Castle of Montjuïc (Castell de Montjuïc)


▲Fundació Joan Miró


Olympic and Sports Museum (Museu Olímpic i de l’Esport)


Olympic Stadium (Estadi Olímpic)


▲▲Catalan Art Museum (Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya)


1929 WORLD EXPO FAIRGROUNDS AND NEARBY


▲Magic Fountains (Font Màgica)


CaixaForum


Mies van der Rohe Pavilion (Pabellón Mies van der Rohe)


Spanish Village (Poble Espanyol)


Las Arenas Mall


BEACHES AND NEARBY


▲Barcelona’s Beaches


Map: Barceloneta & Beaches


Citadel Park (Parc de la Ciutadella)


The sights listed in this chapter are primarily arranged by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. When you see a [image: Image] in a listing, it means the sight is covered in much more depth in one of my walks or self-guided tours. This is why some of Barcelona’s greatest sights get less coverage in this chapter—we’ll explore them later in the book, where you’ll also find info on avoiding lines, saving money, and finding a decent bite to eat nearby. [image: Image] Many of the following sights are also covered in my free Barcelona City Walk and Eixample Walk audio tours.


For the most popular sights (the Picasso Museum and the big Modernista sights—Sagrada Família, Park Güell, Casa Batlló, and La Pedrera), book tickets online well in advance. For general tips, see the “Sightseeing” section in the Practicalities chapter.


ON OR NEAR THE RAMBLAS


[image: Image] For a self-guided walk down this pedestrian boulevard, see the Ramblas Ramble chapter. For food and drink recommendations nearby, see the Eating in Barcelona chapter.



▲▲The Ramblas



Meandering through the heart of the Old City is the Ramblas, Barcelona’s most famous boulevard. Named for the long-gone stream (rambla) whose course it followed, the Ramblas flows from Plaça de Catalunya, past the core of the Barri Gòtic, to the harborfront Columbus Monument. Boasting a generous pedestrian strip down the middle, the Ramblas feels like a long street festival packed with people—mostly tourists—out browsing. Though it was once vibrant with flowers, a bird market, and newspaper stands, today it’s mostly just a big, fun, international promenade with a fabled history. Halfway down is the booming La Boqueria Market.


[image: Image]



▲La Boqueria Market



GOOGLE MAP


This is the most central—and the most crowded—of Barcelona’s many characteristic market halls. Housed in a cool glass-and-steel structure, La Boqueria features a wide variety of produce and Catalan edibles for which you’ll pay a premium. Along with high prices, you’ll endure almost intolerable crowds—a crush of tourists that have changed the make-up of the market from locals looking for their daily fruits, vegetables, and fish...to visitors looking for gifty edibles, clichéd taste treats, and Instagram selfies. Still, La Boqueria’s fame and handy location make it worth a visit.


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 8:00-20:30, best mornings after 9:00, closed Sun, many stalls shut down early on Mon, Rambla 91, +34 933 182 017, boqueria.barcelona.


Other Markets: For a more authentic experience, consider Santa Caterina in El Born (with avant-garde architecture; see here), La Concepció in the Eixample (with a neighborhood vibe; see here), or Sant Antoni near El Raval (see here).



▲Palau Güell



GOOGLE MAP


Just as the Picasso Museum reveals a young genius on the verge of a breakthrough, this early building by Antoni Gaudí (completed in 1890) shows the architect taking his first tentative steps toward what would become his trademark curvy style. Dark and masculine, with castle-like rooms, Palau Güell (pronounced “gway”) was custom-built to house the wealthy Güell family and gives an insight into Gaudí’s artistic genius. The rooftop has his signature colorful tile mosaic chimneys and offers a panorama of the city. While some people will find this redundant if also visiting La Pedrera, others will appreciate this exquisite building for its delightfully loopy rooftop and far fewer crowds.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Buy online to guarantee an entry time; €12 ticket includes good audioguide for your phone; open Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Nov-March until 17:30, closed Mon year-round; last entry one hour before closing, rooftop closes when raining; guided tour in English Sat at 15:30; a half-block off the Ramblas at Carrer Nou de la Rambla 3, Metro: Liceu or Drassanes, +34 934 725 775, palauguell.cat [URL inactive].




Barcelona at a Glance


▲▲▲Picasso Museum Extensive collection offering insight into the brilliant Spanish artist’s early years. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-20:00, Thu-Sat until 21:00, mid-Oct-mid-April Tue-Sun 10:00-19:00, closed Mon year-round.





▲▲▲Sagrada Família Gaudí’s remarkable, unfinished church—a masterpiece in progress. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:00-20:00, Sat until 18:00, Sun 10:30-20:00; closes earlier Oct-March.





▲▲The Ramblas Barcelona’s colorful, gritty, tourist-filled pedestrian thoroughfare.





▲▲Palace of Catalan Music Best Modernista interior in Barcelona. Hours: Various tours run daily 9:00-15:30, plus frequent concerts.





▲▲La Pedrera (Casa Milà) Barcelona’s quintessential Modernista building and Gaudí creation. Hours: Daily 9:00-20:30, Nov-Feb until 18:30; early-bird and after-hours visits available.





▲▲Park Güell Colorful Gaudí-designed park overlooking the city. Hours: Daily April-Oct 9:30-20:30 (last entry at 19:30), rest of the year 9:30 until sunset.





▲▲Catalan Art Museum World-class showcase of this region’s art, including a substantial Romanesque collection. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-20:00 (Oct-April until 18:00), Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Mon year-round.
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