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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 travel 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.
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This book offers a balanced mix of Greek cities and villages, ancient sites and Byzantine churches, and great museums and relaxing beaches. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of historic attractions, I recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into Greece’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


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


We visit Greece 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.


Kalo taxidi! Happy travels!
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BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


Slip a coaster under that rickety table leg, take a sip of ouzo, and watch the sun dip into the sea. You’ve arrived in Greece.


Greece offers sunshine, whitewashed houses with bright-blue shutters, delicious food, and a relaxed lifestyle. And, as the cradle of Western civilization, it has some of the world’s greatest ancient monuments.


Greece has given the world the Olympic Games, tall tales of gods (such as Zeus, Apollo, and Aphrodite), and exciting heroes (Achilles, Odysseus, and Hercules). The ancient Greeks—who reached their Golden Age in Athens in the fifth century BC—have had an unmatched impact on European and American culture: democracy and mathematics, medicine and literature, theater and astronomy, mythology and philosophy. All of these—and more—were developed by tunic-clad Greeks in a village at the base of the Acropolis.


Today the capital of Athens is the teeming home of 3.2 million people—about one-third of the country’s population of 10.5 million. Athens is a fascinating mix of ancient ruins and an old center with modern upgrades—world-class museums, fun pedestrian zones, a vibrant street art scene, and efficient public transport.


Athens is worth a few days of exploration. Tour the Acropolis, the Agora, and history-packed museums. Light a candle alongside black-clad widows at an icon-filled church. Haggle with a sandalmaker at a busy market stall, or sip coffee in an old town café. At night, join the pan-European party of eating, drinking, and dancing in open-air tavernas in the colorful Thissio and rickety-chic Psyrri neighborhoods. Its central location also makes Athens a fine launchpad for farther-flung Greek destinations.
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Athens’ market square—Monastiraki—with an Acropolis backdrop; a stroll through the Ancient Agora





North of Athens, don’t miss Delphi, the site of an oracle revered by the ancient Greeks, with impressive ruins set high above a mountain valley. And at Meteora, a complex of Byzantine monasteries clings to the tops of stony pinnacles.


An hour’s drive west of Athens, the stark Peloponnese Peninsula hangs from the rest of the Greek mainland by the narrow Isthmus of Corinth. This is Greece’s heartland—arguably the richest and most rewarding corner of Greece.


Among its treasures are the stunning landscapes of the wild Mani Peninsula and the old Venetian towns of Nafplio and Monemvasia. At Mycenae, visit the hub of a civilization that dominated Greece from 1600 to 1200 BC. Hike up the stone rows of the world’s best-preserved ancient theater at Epidavros. Run a lap at Olympia, site of the first Olympic Games.


Many travelers come to Greece for its iconic islands. Dozens are worth a visit, but I’ve selected a handful of the best. Hydra is a particularly easy, idyllic getaway from either Athens or the Peloponnese.


Farther south, in the heart of the Aegean, the Cyclades are known for their whitewashed homes and balmy beaches: Mykonos is popular with the jet set and close to ancient Delos; Naxos and Paros offer a less trampled, more affordable island experience; tiny, sleepy Folegandros is a lazy getaway; and Santorini’s postcard towns perch on the lip of a mostly submerged volcanic crater. At the eastern fringe of the Aegean, facing Turkey, is rugged Rhodes—with a historic old town and diverse island landscape.




A Feast of Greek Pleasures


Greece’s friendly people, mouthwatering food and drink, and joyful music and folk dances meld into a lesson in good living for travelers.


When I’m in Greece, I eat as the Greeks do. Around 9 p.m., I head to a taverna and order a medley of meze plates (Greek tapas) to share family-style. The selection, while predictable, never gets old: garlic, fava bean, and/or tzatziki dip (made from yogurt, cucumber, and mint); fried eggplant or zucchini; Greek salad; saganaki or another fried or baked cheese dish; and big grilled peppers—red or green—stuffed with feta cheese.


Most meals also include something from the sea, such as grilled calamari or octopus, sardines, or a plate of fried small fish (three inch), smaller fish (two inch), or very small fish (one inch). With three-inch fish, I leave the head and tail on the plate (and try not to wonder about the once inky, now dry black guts). With the smaller fish, I leave nothing but a line of greasy fingerprints on the fringe of my paper tablecloth.


In Athens, take time to visit the Central Market, where many locals do their grocery shopping. It’s a living, breathing, smelly barrage on all the senses. You’ll see dripping-fresh meat, livestock in all stages of dismemberment, and the still-wriggling catch of the day. The fruit and vegetable stalls, just outside the market, are flanked by shops selling feta from the barrel and countless varieties of olives.
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The quintessential Greek salad; succulent octopus salad; fresh chickens winging it at Central Market





My favorite stop at the market is an ouzo bar. These bars, in the middle of the fish market, offer a memorable setting for a drink and snack. And it’s cheap. About €4 gets you an ouzo (anise-flavored liquor) and a little meze plate to enjoy at the bar while taking in the market action.


As you wander, you’ll often hear Greek music playing—it’s best when it’s live. In many towns on weekend summer evenings, you’re likely to come across musicians sitting around an outdoor table playing traditional folk music on a bouzouki (a long-necked mandolin). When the weather cools down, they move inside to tavernas to entertain the late-night crowds.


Greeks love to dance, especially when celebrating events like weddings and baptisms, but any good music is reason enough. Popular dances include the graceful kalamatianos circle dance and the syrtaki, done with arms outstretched or thrown across one another’s shoulders (as immortalized by Anthony Quinn in the film Zorba the Greek). A few dancers might get carried away, “applaud” by throwing plates or flowers, and then dance on the tables into the wee hours.


Greeks tend to show hospitality with drinks—often ouzo. You don’t drink ouzo straight; instead, you add ice or water, which turns the ouzo from clear to milky white. When Greeks really want to show hospitality, the drink is tsipouro. Like Italian grappa, this firewater is about 40 percent alcohol and makes ouzo seem like kid stuff. The last time I had it, I had a hard time holding my camera steady as I took “going local” to a very tasty extreme.
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Dancers in traditional garb; folk music in Nafplio; embracing the Greek way of life—opa!





But that’s part of the appeal of this place. When in Greece, sometimes it’s best to put down the camera, ditch the plans, and join in the fun.





As you travel you’ll find two Greeces: traditional/old/rural and modern/young/urban. In cities like Athens, it’s a concrete world of honking horns and urban buzz. Deep in the countryside, you’ll see men on donkeys, women wearing headscarves, and families harvesting olives by hand. Women generally run the home; fewer women join the workforce than in other European countries. Men like to hang out at coffee shops, playing backgammon, watching sports, fiddling with their worry beads, and arguing over politics.


The Greek Orthodox Church—a rallying point for Greeks during centuries of foreign occupation—remains part of everyday life. Icon shrines dot the highways. Orthodox priests—with their Old Testament beards, black robes, and cake-shaped hats—mingle with parishioners on street corners. Although they rarely attend church, ninety-five percent of all Greeks declare themselves Orthodox. Greeks routinely pop into churches to light a candle, asking for divine assistance. Even the young celebrate feast days with their families and make the sign of the cross when passing a church.
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Timeless Greece: Jesus in a Greek Orthodox church, locals in black in a whitewashed town
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The appealing town and island of Mykonos; an early-evening stroll in Naxos





Greeks are family-oriented, with large extended families. Young adults may live at home until they’re married, when they might just move into a flat upstairs in the same apartment building. The “family” extends to the large diaspora of emigrants. Three million Greek Americans (including George Stephanopoulos and Tina Fey) keep ties to the home country through their Orthodox faith and their celebratory traditions.


On warm summer nights in Greece, families spill into the streets to greet their neighbors on the evening stroll. For entertainment, they go out to eat and share everything family-style. And when the music plays, it’s time to dance.


Greece is easy on travelers. Tourism makes up 20 percent of the country’s GDP, and its people are welcoming and accommodating. Greeks strive to demonstrate filotimo (“love of honor”), roughly translated as being open and friendly and doing the right thing. The Greeks easily overlook social faux pas made by unwitting foreigners.


From Socrates to souvlaki, Greece has a classical past and a hang-loose present. Whether touring the sights in Athens, or lounging on a sunny beach, it’s easy to surrender to the Greek way of life.



Greece’s Top Destinations



Opa! With its 3,000 years of history, Greece has more sights than you have time to see. This overview categorizes the country’s top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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ATHENS & NORTH OF ATHENS



▲▲▲Athens (allow 2-3 days)



Greece’s capital features the ancient world’s most magnificent sight—the Parthenon atop the Acropolis hill—plus excellent museums (Acropolis and Archaeological), the Ancient Agora, an atmospheric old town, the lively Central Market, and funky neighborhoods bursting with avant-garde nightlife and excellent eateries.



▲▲Delphi (1 day)



The town of Delphi is home to the dramatic mountainside ruins of the Sanctuary of Apollo (where ancients came to consult the oracle) and a fine museum displaying the site’s statues and treasures.



▲▲Meteora (1 day)



Four hours north of Athens, this cluster of stunning clifftop monasteries is worth the journey. Six still-active monastic settlements give you a chance to marvel at Orthodox monastic life, gold-encrusted church decor, and spectacular views, all in a mind-bending landscape.


THE PELOPONNESE



▲▲▲Nafplio (2 days, including day trips)



Strategic Nafplio was Greece’s first capital. Today it’s just a compact port with an elegant old town, energetic street life, and a cliff-topping fortress offering dramatic sea-and-mountain views. A good home base, it’s handy to the ancient sites of Mycenae and Epidavros.



▲Epidavros (half-day)



This fourth-century BC sanctuary boasts the best-preserved theater of the ancient world, with unbelievable acoustics (and still used today for performances).



▲Mycenae (half-day)



Long before Athens peaked, the mighty Mycenaeans built this now-ruined mountaintop fortress, dating from roughly 1300 BC. Highlights include the grand Lion Gate and massive beehive tomb.



▲Olympia (1 day)



The birthplace of the Olympic Games, this famous site has evocative temple ruins, a still-functional stadium, an intimate museum of ancient masterpieces, and a town nearby.
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Evening fun in Athens’ Psyrri neighborhood (opposite); clifftop views in Meteora; the sparkling port of Nafplio; touring the theater at ancient Epidavros
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Quaint Kardamyli; back lanes of Hydra town; sun-bleached Naxos; a ridge on windy Mykonos dotted with windmills






▲Kardamyli and the Mani Peninsula (2 days)



Kardamyli, a cozy, unspoiled beach town blending touristic comfort with real-world Greece, offers pebbly beaches and old fortifications hovering above. It’s a good jumping-off point for the Mani Peninsula, a remote, rustic region with seaside villages, eerie ghost towns, Byzantine churches, spectacular caves (Pyrgos Dirou), and jagged coastlines.



▲Monemvasia (1 day)



This old fortress town, dating from Venetian and Byzantine times, caps a gigantic rock peninsula jutting out into the sea. The modern town on the mainland offers million-dollar views of the monolith.


GREEK ISLANDS



▲▲▲Hydra (1-2 days)



The small island of Hydra—an idyllic and relaxing getaway—is an easy boat ride from Athens or the Peloponnese. You’ll find a picturesque harbor, casual beaches, and scenic coastal trails. It’s wonderfully traffic-free...unless you count the donkeys.



▲Mykonos and Delos (1-2 days)



Popular Mykonos has a pretty whitewashed village, old-time windmills, and pulsating nightlife. Delos, reachable by boat, marks the fabled birthplace of Apollo and Artemis, with well-preserved temple ruins and a good museum.



▲Naxos and Paros (1-2 days)



Cheaper, quieter, and less pretentious than Mykonos and Santorini, Naxos has excellent beaches, a green interior draped with farms and villages, and a workaday main town (with twisty back lanes and a stout Venetian fortress). Paros has two worthwhile towns: practical Parikia, with good sightseeing; and dreamy Naousa, a fishing village-turned-glitzy resort.



▲▲Santorini (1-2 days)



This stunning, romantic island—actually the lip of a volcano’s flooded crater—is renowned for cliff-clinging white villages, blue-domed churches, and spectacular sunsets.



▲Folegandros (1 day)



This tiny, sleepy island is the “Back Door” Cycladic choice, with a quintessentially charming main village, hilltop church, and laid-back vibe.



▲▲Rhodes (1-2 days)



At Greece’s far eastern fringe, this historic island has an atmospheric, walled Old Town, appealing beaches, the lovely town of Lindos (with its clifftop acropolis), and boats to the nearby island of Symi (with its soothing pastel harbor).
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Santorini sunsets are unforgettable; Folegandros’ hilltop church overlooks the village; peel back layers of history in Rhodes’ Old Town
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Planning Your Trip



To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options…


Choose your top destinations.


I’ve outlined two different itineraries (see here and here), offering an idea of how much you can reasonably see in two weeks: One is a road trip through Greece’s mainland, focusing on the Peloponnese, and the other is a lazy beach vacation on a selection of Greek islands.


Regardless of your focus, Athens is a natural and worthwhile linchpin for your trip—with the country’s best museums, ancient sites, shopping, nightlife, and transportation connections.


Historians zero in on the ancient sites—the best are in Athens, Delphi, Epidavros, Mycenae, and Olympia. Hikers and nature lovers make tracks for the Peloponnese destinations of Nafplio, Kardamyli, and Monemvasia; the cliff-capping monasteries of Meteora; or some of Greece’s islands. Nearly every hike here comes with grand panoramic views.


If basking appeals, unroll your towel on one of the islands. Low-key Hydra is easy to reach and enjoy. For the classic Greek islands experience, go island-hopping through the Cyclades: picturesque Mykonos (with ancient Delos nearby); low-key Naxos and Paros; offbeat Folegandros; and Santorini—with a stunning volcanic landscape. Or head across the Aegean to historic and beautiful Rhodes.




Greece Two-Week Road Trip


This road trip through mainland Greece focuses on the Peloponnese, plus a quick visit to the island of Hydra. For more island time, see my island-hopping itinerary on here, and consider combining elements of both itineraries into a single longer trip.


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Athens

	Athens






	2

	Sightsee Athens

	Athens






	3

	More time in Athens

	Athens






	4

	Pick up rental car, drive north to Delphi (3 hours), tour the site and museum, then continue to Meteora (3 hours)

	Meteora






	5

	Enjoy monasteries and views in Meteora

	Meteora






	6

	Drive to Olympia (5.5 hours via Ioannina and Patra), begin sightseeing there

	Olympia






	7

	See remaining Olympia sights, drive to Kardamyli (2.5 hours)

	Kardamyli






	8

	Relax in Kardamyli

	Kardamyli






	9

	Do my Mani Peninsula loop drive, then continue to Monemvasia (2.5 hours), exploring the lower town this evening

	Monemvasia






	10

	Hike to the top of Monemvasia, then head to Nafplio, stopping at Mycenae en route (3.5 hours total)

	Nafplio






	11

	Nafplio, side-trip to Epidavros

	Nafplio






	12

	Return to Athens (2 hours), drop off rental car, evening boat to Hydra

	Hydra






	13

	Relax on Hydra

	Hydra






	14

	Return to Athens

	Athens






	15

	Fly home, or continue to other islands by plane or boat
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Notes: This fast-paced trip is designed to be done by car; parts are possible by bus, but connections can be time-consuming, so you’ll need to be selective. Consider skipping Meteora, Olympia, or Monemvasia, which are challenging to connect by bus. Without a car, Kardamyli and the Mani Peninsula are best with a hired local driver.


Even with a car, getting to Meteora takes a while; skipping it (and Delphi, if you’re really tight on time) saves a couple of days and significant mileage.






Decide when to go.



Tourist season is roughly Easter through October. Peak season is summer, when Athens is packed with tourists, and hotel prices can be high. July and August are the hottest.


The best time to visit is late spring (April-May) and fall (Sept-Oct). It’s usually pleasant, and generally has comfortable weather, little rain, and smaller crowds (except during holiday weekends). June, on the cusp of summer, can be warmer and busier.


Winter (late Oct through mid-March) is colder, with some rainfall. Sights may close during lunch, TI offices keep shorter hours, and some tourist activities vanish altogether. Hotel rates are soft; look for bargains. Avoid the islands in the height of winter, when many hotels and restaurants close, and bad weather can delay or cancel ferries.


Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for transatlantic flights on Google Flights.


For Greece’s mainland, decide if you’ll travel by car or bus (Greece lacks a robust rail system). A car is great for the countryside but is useless in Athens (rent when leaving Athens). Outside of Athens, buses get you to popular destinations such as Delphi, but can be sparse and frustrating elsewhere (allow extra time).
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Rocky Monemvasia looming at twilight; the Santorini village of Oia spilling down the hill







Greece Island-Hopping Odyssey


This island-hopping itinerary starts in Athens and includes a selection of Greece’s best islands. With more time, consider combining any of these islands with the mainland itinerary on here.


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Athens

	Athens






	2

	Sightsee Athens

	Athens






	3

	More time in Athens

	Athens






	4

	Boat to Mykonos

	Mykonos






	5

	Relax on Mykonos; side-trip to Delos

	Mykonos






	6

	Boat to Naxos, enjoy the town and beaches

	Naxos






	7

	Explore Naxos’ interior (by car or tour), or side-trip to Paros

	Naxos






	8

	Boat to Folegandros

	Folegandros






	9

	Take a “vacation from your vacation” on Folegandros

	Folegandros






	10

	Boat to Santorini, start exploring

	Santorini






	11

	Sightsee Santorini

	Santorini






	12

	Fly (via Athens) or take an overnight boat to Rhodes

	Rhodes






	13

	Walk around the city of Rhodes

	Rhodes






	14

	Explore the island, including Lindos and beaches, or side-trip to Symi

	Rhodes






	15

	Fly home

	 









Notes: To shorten this itinerary, skip a few islands. For example, rather than sleeping on pricey, crowded Mykonos, go straight from Athens to Naxos, and from there, visit Mykonos and Delos as day trips. Folegandros is ideal for relaxing, but skippable if you’re in a hurry or crave more activity. Rhodes is great but distant; if tight on time, save it for another trip. To research ferry options, begin with FerryHopper.com.





For approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps. To connect Athens and the islands, take a ferry or flight.


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Greece’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking an afternoon drive or ferry to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; no matter how you travel, it’ll take you at least a half-day to get between most destinations.


To get over jet lag, consider starting your trip in a more laid-back destination, such as one of the islands, before tackling Athens.


Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Greece’s tourist website, www.visitgreece.gr).


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.
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Hydra is easy to enjoy; to island-hop, travel by large car ferry or smaller catamarans







Trip Costs Per Person


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


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


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, figure on per-person costs of $400 by public transit (boats to islands, bus to everything else).


Car Rental: Allow roughly $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.
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Budget Tips


In Athens, city transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) decrease your cost per ride.


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask).


You can get tasty, affordable meals at souvlaki stands, tavernas, cafeterias, and bakeries that sell sandwiches. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a walking tour, a food tour, or even a private tour with a guide who brings a city or ancient site to life. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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To avoid Acropolis crowds, visit late in the day; hike among the Byzantine churches at Mystras; beach sunset on Mykonos; Athens’ user-friendly Metro system
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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). 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, quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias), and if traveling through the United Kingdom, the Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-an-electronic-travel-authorisation-eta).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. Figure out your transportation options: Consider renting a car, buying boat tickets online (for tips, see the Practicalities chapter), or booking flights to the islands. (You can wing it once you’re there, but tickets may cost more or be sold out.) Drivers: Consider bringing an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com) along with your license.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals, or if you want a particular hotel on Mykonos or Santorini, where repeat visitors often book their favorite rooms months ahead.


Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. In Athens, book advance tickets for the Acropolis and National Archaeological Museum. You could also consider booking ahead for the Ancient Agora, the Acropolis Museum, and the ancient sites at Delphi and Olympia. It’s 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” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Don’t bring euros from home; you can withdraw euros from ATMs in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, 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 in the appendix 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 of my Athens City Walk and tours of the Acropolis, Ancient Agora, and National Archaeological Museum (look for the [image: Image]), and many interviews relating to Greece. 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 advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, bus, or boat you’ll take when you leave.
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Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely). Don’t set phones or other important items down on counters or tabletops, where they can be 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, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long stretches in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Take frequent breaks for ice cream or iced coffee.


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 in Athens, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or sightseeing early or 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 Greeks 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 learn some Greek, 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 Greek 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 baklava (or ouzo), finest temple, or craziest myth. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Greece...here you come!
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ATHENS



Αθήνα
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ORIENTATION TO ATHENS


ATHENS: A VERBAL MAP


Map: Athens Neighborhoods


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Athens Overview


ARRIVAL IN ATHENS


GETTING AROUND ATHENS


HELPFUL HINTS


Tours in Athens


ON WHEELS


ON FOOT


Though sprawling and congested, Athens has a compact, enjoyable core capped by the famous Acropolis—the world’s top ancient site. In this historic town, you’ll walk in the footsteps of the great minds that created democracy, philosophy, theater, and more...even as you’re dodging motorcycles on “pedestrianized” streets. Romantics can’t help but get goose bumps as they kick around the same pebbles that once stuck in Socrates’ sandals, with the floodlit Parthenon forever floating ethereally overhead.


Many tourists visit Athens without ever venturing beyond the Plaka (Old Town) and the ancient zone. With limited time, this is not a bad plan, as greater Athens offers few sights (other than the excellent National Archaeological Museum). But for a more authentic taste of the city, check out the trendy Psyrri district—right next door to the Plaka—with its dilapidated-chic hipster dining and nightlife scene.


Because of its prominent position on the tourist trail—and the irrepressible Greek spirit of hospitality—the city is user-friendly. It seems that virtually all Athenians speak English, major landmarks are well signed, and most street signs are in both Greek and English.


ATHENS: A VERBAL MAP


Most of Athens is a noisy, polluted modern sprawl: characterless, poorly planned, and hastily erected concrete suburbs that house the area’s rapidly expanding population. The construction of the Metro and other infrastructure for the 2004 Olympics was, in many ways, the first time urban planners had ever attempted to tie the city together and treat it as a united entity.
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Athens Landmarks


















	Area

	Description

	Pronounced (Greek Name)










	Syntagma

	Main square

	SEEN-dag-mah






	Plaka

	Old Town

	PLAH-kah






	Adrianou

	Old Town’s main street

	ah-dree-ah-NOO






	Akropoli

	Acropolis

	ah-KROH-poh-lee






	Dionysiou Areopagitou / Apostolou Pavlou

	Pedestrian walkways near Acropolis

	dee-oo-nee-SEE-oo ah-reh-oh-pah-GEE-too / ah-poh-STOH-loo PAW-loo






	Archaea Agora

	Ancient market

	ar–HEH-ah ah-goh-RAH






	Monastiraki

	Market district

	moh-nah-stee-RAH-kee






	Psyrri

	Nightlife district

	psee-REE






	Thissio

	Western dining district

	thee-SEE-oh






	Makrigianni / Koukaki

	Southern residential and hotel districts

	mah-kree-YAH-nee / koo-KAH-kee






	Kolonaki

	Wealthy museum, shopping, and residential area

	koh-loh-NAH-kee






	Exarchia

	Edgy student district

	ex-AR-hee-yah






	Piraeus

	Athens’ port

	pee-reh-AHS












But most visitors barely see that part of Athens. Almost everything of importance to tourists is within a few blocks of the Acropolis, in the Plaka, Monastiraki, Syntagma, and Psyrri neighborhoods. As you explore this city-within-a-city on foot, you’ll realize just how small it is.


A good map is a necessity for enjoying Athens on foot. The free map you’ll find at hotels and the TI works great. Get a good map and use it.


Athens by Neighborhood


The Athens you’ll be spending your time in includes the following districts:


The Plaka (PLAH-kah, Πλάκα): This neighborhood at the foot of the Acropolis is the core of the tourist’s Athens. One of the only parts of town that’s atmospheric and Old World-feeling, it’s also the most crassly touristic. Its streets are lined with souvenir shops, tourist-oriented tavernas, a smattering of small museums, ancient Greek and Roman ruins, and pooped tourists. The Plaka’s narrow, winding streets can be confusing at first, but you can’t get too lost with a monument the size of the Acropolis looming overhead to keep you oriented. Think of the Plaka as Athens with training wheels for tourists. While some visitors enjoy the Plaka, others find it obnoxious.
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Monastiraki (moh-nah-stee-RAH-kee, Μοναστηρακι): This area (“Little Monastery”) borders the Plaka to the northwest, surrounding the square of the same name. It’s known for its handy Metro stop (where line 1/green meets line 3/blue), seedy flea market, and souvlaki stands. The Ancient Agora is nearby (roughly between Monastiraki and Thissio).


Psyrri (psee-REE, Ψυρρή): Just north of Monastiraki, once-dumpy Psyrri is now a thriving dining and nightlife district. Along its northern edge is the bustling Central Market. Don’t be put off by the crumbling, graffiti-slathered buildings of Psyrri...this is one of central Athens’ most appealing areas to explore, and for now, locals still outnumber tourists here.


Syntagma (SEEN-dag-mah, Συνταγµα): Centered on Athens’ main square, Syntagma (“Constitution”) Square, this urban-feeling zone melts into the Plaka to the south. While the Plaka is dominated by tourist shops, Syntagma is where local urbanites do their shopping. Syntagma is bounded to the east by the Parliament building and the vast National Garden.




Greek Words and English Spellings


Any given Greek name—for streets, sights, businesses, and more—can be transliterated many different ways in English. Throughout this book, I’ve used the English spelling you’re most likely to see locally, but you will definitely notice variations. If you see a name that looks (or sounds) similar to one in this book, it’s likely the same place. For example, the Ψυρρή district might appear as Psyrri, Psyrrí, Psyri, Psirri, Psiri, and so on.


Most major streets in Athens are labeled in Greek in signs and on maps, followed by the transliteration in English. The word OΔoς (odos) means “street,” Λεωφόρος (leoforos) is “avenue,” and Πλατεια (plateia) is “square.”


If a name used in this book appears locally only in Greek, I’ve included that spelling to aid your navigation.





Thissio (thee-SEE-oh, Θησείο): West of the Ancient Agora, Thissio is an upscale, local-feeling residential neighborhood with lots of outdoor cafés and restaurants. It’s easily accessible thanks to the handy “Acropolis Loop” pedestrian walkway bordering the base of the Acropolis.


Makrigianni (mah-kree-YAH-nee, Μακρυγιάννη) and Koukaki (koo-KAH-kee, Κουκάκι): Tucked just behind (south of) the Acropolis, these overlapping urban neighborhoods with characterless apartment blocks are so nondescript that many locals just call Makrigianni the “south Plaka.” If you want to escape the crowds of the Plaka, this area—with hotels and restaurants within easy walking distance of the ancient sites—makes a good home base.


Kolonaki (koh-loh-NAH-kee, Κολωνάκι): Just north and east of the Parliament/Syntagma Square, this upscale diplomatic quarter is home to several good museums, high-end shops, and a yuppie dining zone. It’s huddled under the tall, pointy Lykavittos Hill, which challenges the Acropolis for domination of the skyline.


Exarchia (ex-AR-hee-yah, Εξάρχεια): Just beyond Kolonaki is this graffiti-slathered, rough-and-funky student zone. A visit here is a fascinating but not-for-everyone glimpse into Athens counterculture.


Major Streets: Various major streets define the tourist’s Athens. The base of the Acropolis is partially encircled by a broad traffic-free walkway, named Dionysiou Areopagitou (Διονυσίου Αρεοπαγίτου) to the south and Apostolou Pavlou (Αποστόλου Παύλου) to the west; for simplicity, I call these the “Acropolis Loop.” Touristy Adrianou street (Αδριανού) curves through the Plaka a few blocks away from the Acropolis’ base. Partly pedestrianized Ermou street (Ερµού) runs west from Syntagma Square, defining the Plaka, Monastiraki, and Thissio to the south and Psyrri to the north. Where Ermou meets Monastiraki, Athinas street (Αθηνάς) heads north to Omonia Square. Running parallel to Athinas, heading north to the Central Market area, Aiolou street (Αιóλου) is mostly traffic-free and lined with shops and affordable eateries; the trendy St. Irene/Agia Irini Square (Άγια Ειρήνη) marks its southern end.


The tourist zone is hemmed in on the east by a series of major highways: The north-south Vasilissis Amalias avenue (Βασιλίσσης Αµαλίας) runs between the National Garden and the Plaka/Syntagma area. To the south, it jogs around the Temple of Olympian Zeus and becomes Syngrou avenue (Συγγρού). To the north, at the Parliament, it forks: The eastward branch, Vasilissis Sofias (Βασιλίσσης Σοφίας), heads past some fine museums to Kolonaki; the northbound branch, Panepistimiou (usually signed by its official name, Eleftheriou Venizelou, Eλευθερίου Βενιζέλου), angles northwest past the library and university buildings to Omonia Square.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Although Athens is a massive city, its main sights can be seen quickly. The top sights—the Acropolis, Ancient Agora, Acropolis Museum, and National Archaeological Museum—deserve about two hours apiece. Two days total is plenty of time for the casual tourist to see the city’s main attractions and have a little time left over for exploring (or to add more museums).


Day 1: In the morning, follow my Athens City Walk, then grab a souvlaki at Monastiraki. After lunch, as the crowds subside, visit the ancient biggies: First tour the Ancient Agora, then hike up to the Acropolis (confirm how late it’s open). Be the last person off the Acropolis. Stroll down the Dionysiou Areopagitou pedestrian boulevard, then promenade to dinner—in Thissio, Monastiraki, Psyrri, or the Plaka.


Day 2: Spend the morning visiting the Acropolis Museum and exploring the Plaka. For lunch, graze your way through my Psyrri and Central Market Walk. Then head to the National Archaeological Museum. Explore a different neighborhood for dinner.


Day 3: Museum lovers will want more time to visit other archaeological sites, museums, and galleries. The city has many “also-ran” museums that reward patient sightseers. I’d suggest visiting the Museum of Modern Greek Culture and then heading toward Kolonaki to enjoy your choice of the Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture, Museum of Cycladic Art, Byzantine and Christian Museum, or National Gallery.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: Most sights are open, but the Central Market is closed. The Monastiraki flea market is best to visit today. An elaborate changing of the guard—including a marching band—usually takes place at 11:00 in front of the Parliament building (be there at 10:30). State-run Hellenic Heritage sights and museums, including the Acropolis, are free on the first and third Sundays of the month during off-season (Nov-March). While most stores are closed, tourist shops in the Plaka stay open.


Monday: Most sights are open, but the Benaki Museum of Islamic Art is closed. The Kerameikos Cemetery Museum is closed on Mondays off-season (Nov-March) and the Acropolis Museum closes early (17:00).


Tuesday: Many museums and galleries are closed, including the Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture, Benaki Museum of Islamic Art, Museum of Cycladic Art, Museum of the City of Athens, Museum of Greek Folk Musical Instruments, National Gallery, and Museum of Modern Greek Culture.


Wednesday: The Benaki Museum of Islamic Art is closed.


Thursday: All major sights are open.


Friday: All major sights are open.


Saturday: The Jewish Museum of Greece is closed.


Evening Sightseeing: Many sights are open late in summer, often until 20:00. On Thursday year-round, the Museum of Cycladic Art is open until 20:00 and the Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture is open until 23:30. The Acropolis Museum is open until 22:00 on Friday year-round.





A third (or fourth) day could also be used for the long but satisfying side trip by bus to Delphi or a quick getaway by boat to the isle of Hydra. But these sights—and many others—are better as an overnight stop.


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


The Greek National Tourist Organization (EOT), with its main branch near the Acropolis Museum, covers Athens and the rest of the country. Although their advice can be hit-or-miss, it’s worth a stop to pick up their free city map and City Break booklet. They also have information on museums, entertainment options, bus and train connections, and a handy WC (Mon-Sat 8:00-21:00, Sun 9:00-18:00, shorter hours off-season; on pedestrian street leading to Acropolis Museum at Dionysiou Areopagitou 18, Metro: Akropoli; +30 21033 10392 or +30 21033 10347, www.visitgreece.gr, info@visitgreece.gr).
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Helpful Website: A great resource for anyone visiting Greece is Matt Barrett’s Athens Survival Guide (www.athensguide.com). Matt is a North Carolinian who’s spent three decades sharing insights about his adopted hometown with visitors on his enthusiastic, generous website. While his practical information isn’t always the most up to date, his perspectives and advice are top-notch. Matt covers emerging neighborhoods that few visitors venture into, and offers offbeat angles on the city and recommendations for untouristy restaurants. His Facebook page (linked on his site) is a resource for last-minute logistical tips from fellow travelers, along with posts from Matt about his latest discoveries.


ARRIVAL IN ATHENS


For information on arriving in (or departing from) Athens by plane, boat, bus, train, or car, see the Athens Connections chapter.


GETTING AROUND ATHENS


The tourist core of Athens is surprisingly walkable. Many travelers—on a short visit and sleeping in the Plaka—find they don’t need to take public transit at all, once they’re settled into their hotel. For short rides in the center, it’s easy to flag down a yellow taxi (or hail one by using Uber). On a longer visit, it’s smart to get comfortable with public transportation, which is useful for reaching the National Archaeological Museum, the port of Piraeus, and the airport.


By Taxi


Athens is a great taxi town. Its yellow taxis are cheap and handy (€4 minimum charge covers most short rides in town; after that it’s €0.90/km—tariff 1 on the meter, surcharges: €1.07 from Piraeus ports and train and bus stations, €4 from the airport—already included in airport flat rate; small surcharge for luggage over 20 pounds). Between midnight and 5:00 in the morning or outside the city limits, prices are €1.25/km (tariff 2). Taxis have a fixed price of €40 from downtown to the airport (€55 between 24:00 and 5:00).


Hotels and restaurants can call to order a taxi (“radio-taxi”), but there’s a €5 surcharge. Warning: Cabbies may try to cheat you with a higher surcharge. Hold firm.


A good option is to use Uber, which operates in Athens only as a taxi-hailing service (called UberTaxi). You book your ride through the app like normal, but a taxi picks you up. Using Uber here guards against taxi fare rip-offs: You’ll pay the standard fare, and there’s no calling surcharge.


By Public Transportation


For information on all of Athens’ public transportation, see Oasa.gr. Pick up a map locally, or refer to the “Athens Public Transportation” map at the back of this book. Beware of pickpockets when taking public transit.


Note that the tickets described next—except for the tourist ticket—do not cover journeys to the airport (see the Athens Connections chapter for information on getting to and from the airport).


Tickets: Athens’ buses, trams, and Metro use the same ticketing system. A basic ticket (€1.20) is good for 90 minutes on all public transit and covers transfers. The multiride passes are available as paper tickets with 2, 5, or 11 rides (appears as “10+1” on ticket machines). They offer a slight per-ride discount, and do not expire—but cannot be shared between people.


If planning more than three rides in a day, consider the 24-hour ticket (€4.10); for a longer visit using lots of public transit, you might get your money’s worth with a five-day ticket (€8.20).


If you’re flying in and out within three days, consider the three-day tourist ticket (€20), which includes a round-trip airport transfer on the Metro or Express bus #X95 as well as unlimited in-city travel on all Metro lines, the suburban railway (Proastiakos), the tram, and the bus.


You can buy tickets at machines, staffed ticket windows (at some Metro stations), and some newsstands. When using the Metro, scan your ticket at the turnstile each time you start and end a journey. For buses, scan your ticket as you board. Those riding without a ticket (or with an unscanned ticket) are subject to stiff fines.


Metro


The Metro is the most straightforward way to get around Athens. Just look for signs with a blue M in a green circle. The Metro—mostly built, renovated, or expanded for the 2004 Olympics—is slick and user-friendly. Signs are in both Greek and English, as are announcements inside subway cars, and electronic reader boards on the platforms show which exits have escalators going up or down. Trains run every few minutes on weekdays, and slightly less frequently on weekends (5:30-24:00, later on Fri-Sat, www.stasy.gr).
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The Metro lines are color-coded and numbered. Use the end-of-the-line stops to figure out which direction you need to go.


Line 1 (green) runs from the port of Piraeus in the southwest to Kifissia in the northern suburbs. Because this is an older line—officially called ISAP (Η.Σ.Α.Π.) or electrical train (elektrikos) rather than “Metro”—it is slower than the other two lines. Key stops include Piraeus (boats to the islands), Thissio (enjoyable neighborhood with good restaurants and nightlife), Monastiraki (city center), Omonia (15-minute walk from National Archaeological Museum), and Victoria (10-minute walk from National Archaeological Museum). You can transfer to line 2 at Omonia and to line 3 at Monastiraki (sometimes labeled “Monastirion”).
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Line 2 (red) runs from Anthoupoli in the northwest to Helliniko (Elliniko) in the southeast. Important stops include Larissa Station (train station), Omonia (National Archaeological Museum), Syntagma (city center), Akropoli (Acropolis and Makrigianni/Koukaki hotel neighborhood), and Syngrou-Fix (Makrigianni/Koukaki hotels). Transfer to line 1 at Omonia and to line 3 at Syntagma.


Line 3 (blue)—probably the most useful for tourists—takes you from the port of Piraeus to the airport in 55 minutes. Important stops in between are Kerameikos (near Kerameikos Cemetery), Monastiraki (city center), Syntagma (city center), Evangelismos (Kolonaki neighborhood, with Byzantine and Christian Museum and Athens War Museum), and the airport (requires a separate ticket). Transfer to line 1 at Monastiraki and to line 2 at Syntagma.


Underground Bonus: Because so much of ancient Athens was unearthed while the Metro tunnels were dug, you’ll find displays from antiquity at many stations (especially at Akropoli, Syntagma, and Monastiraki). Stations without ancient treats to share do their best with modern art.


Bus


Public buses can help connect the dots between Metro stops, though the city center is so walkable that most visitors never ride one. In general, I’d avoid Athens’ slow and overcrowded buses (taxis and UberTaxi are cheap and easy), but there are a few exceptions: Buses #2, #4, #5, and #11 run from Syntagma north up the busy Eleftheriou Venizelou corridor, bearing right on 28 Oktovriou and stopping near the National Archaeological Museum (at the Polytechneio stop). From near Monastiraki (on Athinas street), bus #035 also gets you to the National Archaeological Museum. Express bus #X80 links the cruise terminals to Dionysiou Areopagitou (near the Acropolis Museum). Three special airport buses (€5.50 each) are also helpful: express bus #X95 to Syntagma Square, express bus #X96 to Piraeus, and express bus #X93 to both bus terminals (bus info: www.oasa.gr; if the site isn’t working, use Google Maps instead for route info).


Tram


The Athens Coastal Tram is slow and essentially worthless to tourists. It starts at Syntagma and runs 18 miles through the neighborhoods of Neos Kosmos and Nea Smyrni, emerging at the sea near Paleo Faliro. From there it splits: One branch heads north, to the modern stadium and Olympic coastal complex in Neo Faliro (SEF/Σ.Ε.Φ.); the other runs south, past the marinas and beaches to the Voulas neighborhood (www.stasy.gr).


The city also has various suburban rail lines, but you’re unlikely to need them.


By Private Car with Driver


These companies offer tours from Athens and airport transfers for individuals and small groups as well as excursions from the cruise port: George’s Taxi, run by George Kokkotos and his sons, has a solid reputation (www.georgestaxi.com, info@georgestaxi.com). Tune In Tours car service, run by Christos Dorzioti, has cars and minivans in Athens and Olympia (+30 21065 37209, mobile +30 69732 01213, www.tuneintours.com, info@tuneintours.com). AthensTourTaxi is another good and reliable service (+30 21121 40683, mobile +30 69322 95395, www.athenstourtaxi.com, atsathens@gmail.com; Konstantinos and his father, Panagiotis).


HELPFUL HINTS


Book Ahead: Avoid long lines—and potential sellouts—by buying tickets online in advance to the Acropolis and the National Archaeological Museum. The Hellenic Heritage website, HHTicket.gr, is the only official online platform selling tickets to these and other state-run museums and sights (and it doesn’t charge extra fees, as other vendors do). See the sidebar on here.


Theft Alert: Be wary of pickpockets, especially in crowds. Avoid carrying a wallet in your back pocket, and hold purses or small day bags in front, particularly at the following locations: Monastiraki flea market, Central Market, changing of the guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, major public transit routes (such as the Metro between the city and Piraeus or the airport), at the port, and on the main streets through the Plaka.


Emergency Help: The Tourist Police have a help line in English and other languages, 1571, for emergencies and other issues, such as directions and disputes with locals (answered 7:00-22:00, sometimes 24 hours). For emergencies you can also call 122 (24 hours, typically English-speaking operators). There’s a Tourist Police visitor-help office east of the Central Market in Psyrri (7:30-22:00, Dragatsaniou 4, +30 21032 22230).


Slippery Streets Alert: Athens (and other Greek towns) have marble-like streets and red pavement tiles that can be very slick, especially when it rains. Watch your step.


Check Open Hours Locally: The hours for sights in Greece can change without much notice. I’ve listed the posted hours, but it’s smart to check locally for the most up-to-date information.


Free Sights: The National Garden and all of Athens’ churches have no entry fee. State-run Hellenic Heritage sights and museums, including the Acropolis, are free on national holidays and on the first and third Sundays of the month in off-season (Nov-March).


Laundry: National Dry Cleaner and Laundry in the heart of the Plaka will wash, dry, and fold your clothes (same-day service if you drop off by noon; Mon and Wed 8:00-17:00, Tue and Thu-Fri until 20:00, closed Sat-Sun; Apollonos 17, +30 21032 32226). Easywash has self-service locations across the city (all open daily until midnight), including one in the Plaka (Vlachou Angelou 8, +30 69786 04401, www.easywashathens.gr). For both locations, see the map on here. There’s also a self-service launderette in the Makrigianni neighborhood, close to the Acropolis Museum (24 hours daily, Veikou 3A—see map on here, +30 21092 35811, www.athenslaunderette.gr).


Tours in Athens


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my series of free audio tours that illuminate some of Athens’ top sights and neighborhoods, including the Acropolis, the Agora, the National Archaeological Museum, and my Athens City Walk (see sidebar on here).



ON WHEELS



Bus Tours


Various companies offer half-day, bus-plus-walking tours of Athens that include a guided visit to the Acropolis (about €65). Longer tours also include a guided tour of the Acropolis Museum (about €80).


Some companies also offer a night city tour that finishes with dinner and folk dancing at a taverna (about €70) as well as longer excursions, such as a 90-mile round-trip afternoon drive down the coast to Cape Sounion and the Temple of Poseidon (€50, not worth the time if visiting ancient sites elsewhere in Greece) or a 100-mile round-trip journey to ancient Corinth (including the Corinth Canal; €65, 4-6 hours). These buses pick up passengers at various points around town and near most hotels.


The most established operations include the well-regarded Hop In (modern comfy buses, narration usually English only, +30 21042 85500, www.hopin.gr), CHAT Tours (+30 21032 30827, www.chat-tours.com), Key Tours (+30 21092 33166, www.keytours.gr), and G.O. Tours (+30 21092 19555, www.gotours.com.gr). It’s convenient to book tours through your hotel; most act as a booking agent for at least one tour company. While hotels do snare a commission, some offer discounts to their guests.


Athens and Beyond: Some companies also offer day-long tours to Delphi and to Mycenae, Nafplio, and Epidavros (either tour around €100 with lunch, €85 without), two-day tours to the monasteries of Meteora (from €200), and more. Tune In Tours offers day trips with smaller groups from Athens to the Peloponnese and mainland, as well as airport transfers and customized private tours of Athens (English-speaking drivers, reasonable rates, +30 26240 23908, mobile +30 69732 01213, www.tuneintours.com, info@tuneintours.com; charming guides Christos and Niki). Olympic Tours, run by Niki Vlachou, specialize in customized tours throughout Greece, offering single and multiday private tours (+30 69724 26085, niki@olympictours.gr, www.olympictours.gr).


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Several hop-on, hop-off bus companies offer 1.5-hour loops and 24-hour tickets for €16-25, including CitySightseeing Athens (red buses, www.citysightseeing.gr [URL inactive]), Athens Open Tour (yellow buses, www.athensopentour.com), and the Open Top Bus (blue buses, www.sightsofathens.gr). The main stop is on Syntagma Square, though you can hop on and buy your ticket at any stop—look for signs around town. Because most of the major sights in Athens are within easy walking distance of the Plaka, I’d use this only if I wanted an overview of the city or had extra time to get to the outlying sights.


Tourist Trains


These goofy little trains can go where big buses can’t, and can be useful for people with limited mobility. The Athens Happy Train offers hop-on, hop-off privileges at a few strategic stops (€5, about 2/hour 9:00-22:00, 40-minute loop; catch it at the bottom of Syntagma Square; +30 69899 19091, www.athenshappytrain.com).


ON FOOT


Walking Tours


Athens Walking Tours offers several walks, including just the Acropolis (€35 plus entry fee, 8 walks daily 7:45-17:30, 1.5 hours), the Acropolis and City Tour (€47 plus entry fees, daily at 9:30, 3.5 hours), and their combo Acropolis, City Tour, and Acropolis Museum Tour (€67 plus entry fees, daily at 9:30, 5.5 hours). Reserve all tours in advance (+30 21088 47269, mobile +30 69458 59662, www.athenswalkingtours.gr [URL inactive], Despina). They also offer food tours and a cooking lesson with dinner.


Context Athens’ “intellectual by design” walking tours are geared for serious learners and led by “docents” (historians, architects, and academics) rather than by guides. They cover ancient sites and museums and offer themed walks with topics ranging from food to architecture to the Byzantine era (www.contexttravel.com/city/athens, info@contexttravel.com).


Alternative Athens delves into the Greek capital’s contemporary side, with a less strict focus on weighty history. They run excellent food tours, as well as walks focusing on street art, nightlife, Athens’ neighborhoods, and Greek mythology (+30 21101 26544, www.alternativeathens.com).


Food Tours


A memorable way to experience Greek culture is through its cuisine. Several companies offer culinary walking tours around Athens (see here for a rundown).


Local Guides


A private tour with a good local guide can bring Athens’ sights to life. While there’s some variation, most charge around €60-70 per hour and have a 3-hour minimum (but will negotiate a lower rate for longer gigs). I’ve enjoyed working with each of these guides: Filippos Kanakaris (+30 69457 28352, fkanakaris@yahoo.gr), Faye Georgiou (+30 69776 85503, fayegeorgiou@yahoo.gr), Dora Mavrommati (+30 69468 99300, www.acropolistourguide.com [URL inactive], mavrom.dor@gmail.com), Danae Kousouri (+30 69735 33219, danaekousouri@gmail.com), Niki Vlachou (+30 69724 26085, www.olympictours.gr, niki@olympictours.gr), Angelos Kokkaliaris (+30 69741 27127, www.athenswalkingguide.com, angelo@athenswalkingguide.com), Anastasia Gaitanou (+30 69444 63109, anastasia2570@yahoo.com), and Effie Perperi (+30 69773 96659, effieperperi@gmail.com).
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SIGHTS IN ATHENS


Athens at a Glance


ACROPOLIS AND NEARBY


▲▲▲Acropolis


▲▲“Acropolis Loop” (a.k.a. Dionysiou Areopagitou and Apostolou Pavlou)


▲Mars Hill (Areopagus)


▲▲▲Acropolis Museum


Map: Athens Center


▲Arch of Hadrian


▲▲Temple of Olympian Zeus (Olympieion)


ANCIENT AGORA AND BEYOND


▲▲▲Ancient Agora: Athens’ Market


▲Thissio


Benaki Museum of Islamic Art


Kerameikos Cemetery


THE PLAKA, MONASTIRAKI, AND SYNTAGMA


Between the Plaka and Monastiraki Square


▲▲Anafiotika


▲Roman Forum (a.k.a. “Roman Agora”) and Tower of the Winds


▲Museum of Modern Greek Culture


Library of Hadrian


Museum of Greek Folk Musical Instruments


Churches in the Center


▲Church of Kapnikarea


Cathedral (Mitropolis)


▲Church of Agios Eleftherios


Benizelos Mansion


Syntagma Square and Nearby


▲Syntagma Square (Plateia Syntagmatos)


Parliament


▲Ermou Street


Jewish Museum of Greece


SOUTHEAST OF SYNTAGMA


National Garden


Zappeion


▲Panathenaic (a.k.a. “Olympic”) Stadium


NORTH OF THE CENTER


Above Monastiraki Square


▲▲Psyrri


▲Central Market


▲▲▲National Archaeological Museum


Exarchia


North of Syntagma Square


▲Museum of the City of Athens


THE KOLONAKI MUSEUM STRIP, EAST OF SYNTAGMA SQUARE


▲▲Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture


Map: Kolonaki Museum Strip


▲▲Museum of Cycladic Art


▲▲Byzantine and Christian Museum


Athens War Museum


▲▲National Gallery


Athens offers numerous world-class museums and ancient sites. If you’re feeling a bit pressured about your Athens sightseeing priorities, consider this: Of all the archaeological sites here, only the Acropolis and the Agora matter. Of all the museums, the National Museum of Archaeology and the Acropolis Museum are the most important (if a bit redundant). Of the remaining museums, those in the Kolonaki district (Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture, Museum of Cycladic Art, Byzantine and Christian Museum, and National Gallery) are the best, depending on your interests. For more recent history consider the Museum of Modern Greek Culture near Monastiraki Square, which is also great for families. Beyond these turnstile sights, take my two walks (Athens City Walk and Psyrri and Central Market Walk), and you’ll get an “A” and have time for recess.


I’ve arranged Athens’ sights in this chapter by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. You’ll notice that some of Athens’ most important sights have the shortest listings and are marked with a [image: Image]. That’s because they are covered in much more detail in one of my self-guided walks or tours. A [image: Image] means the walk or tour is available as a free audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see here). Some walks and tours are available in both formats—take your pick.


For general tips on sightseeing, see the Practicalities chapter. Be aware that hours at some sights may vary from those listed in this book. Check locally before planning your day.


ACROPOLIS AND NEARBY


A broad pedestrian boulevard that I call the “Acropolis Loop” strings together the Acropolis (and Theater of Dionysus), Mars Hill, the Acropolis Museum, and the Ancient Agora. A pair of other ancient sites (Arch of Hadrian and Temple of Olympian Zeus) are within a few minutes’ walk of the Acropolis Museum.



▲▲▲Acropolis



GOOGLE MAP


Arguably the most important ancient site in the Western world, the Acropolis (which means “high city” in Greek) rises gleaming like a beacon above the sprawl of modern Athens. This is where, circa 450 BC, the Athenian ruler Pericles spared no expense in transforming a site laid waste by an earlier war with Persia into a complex of lavishly decorated temples to honor the city’s patron goddess, Athena. The mighty Parthenon, the most famous temple on the planet, and three other major monuments built during this Golden Age—the Erechtheion, Propylaea, and Temple of Athena Nike—survive in remarkably good condition given the battering they’ve taken over the centuries. Ongoing restoration work means that you’ll likely see some scaffolding—but even that can’t detract from the greatness of this place.


[image: Image]


Your Acropolis ticket also includes access to the scant remains of the Theater of Dionysus, scattered southeast of the Acropolis, just above the Dionysiou Areopagitou walkway (and only possible to visit in conjunction with your Acropolis entrance).


Cost and Hours: €30, buy online in advance (tickets can sell out weeks in advance); daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 17:00; two entries: main entrance at western end of the Acropolis—if you’re at the Ancient Agora in the Plaka, signs point uphill—and the often less-crowded south entrance, at the base of the Acropolis next to the Acropolis Museum; +30 21032 14172, info: search “Acropolis” at http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


[image: Image] See the Acropolis Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲▲“Acropolis Loop” (a.k.a. Dionysiou Areopagitou and Apostolou Pavlou)



Strolling this wide, well-manicured, traffic-free pedestrian boulevard bordering the Acropolis to the south and west is a delight. It’s composed of two streets with tongue-twisting names—Dionysiou Areopagitou and Apostolou Pavlou (think of them as Dionysus Street and Apostle Paul’s Street). For simplicity, I refer to them collectively as the “Acropolis Loop.” One of the city’s many big upgrades from hosting the 2004 Olympics, this walkway immediately became a favorite local hangout, with vendors, al fresco cafés, and frequent special events enlivening its cobbles.




Tickets for Hellenic Heritage Sights


It’s smart to buy tickets ahead of time for the Acropolis and the National Archaeological Museum, as they can sell out. While you may be able to buy your ticket on-site, expect long lines in high season—and don’t believe any promises you might see of skip-the-line tickets.


The Acropolis and National Archaeological Museum, and all the other state-run Hellenic Heritage sights—including the Ancient Agora, Roman Forum, Library of Hadrian, and Temple of Olympian Zeus (Olympieion)—sell tickets on the official Hellenic Heritage site, HHTicket.gr. Save time (and the extra fees charged by other vendors) by purchasing tickets on this site ahead of your visit. Select “buy your tickets,” and then choose your region—for Athens, that’s “Attica and Central Greece.”


You’ll pick a specific sight, the date of your visit, and an entry time slot. Each time slot lasts an hour, and you must enter during that window (you get a 15-minute grace period on both ends), but you can stay for as long as you want. You’ll receive an email with your digital ticket.


All these sights are free for kids and youths under 18. They’re also free on national holidays, and on the first and third Sundays of the month from November through March.





Dionysiou Areopagitou, wide and touristy, starts from the Acropolis Museum and runs along the southern base of the Acropolis. It was named for Dionysus the Areopagite, first bishop and patron saint of Athens and a member of the ancient Roman-era senate that met atop Mars Hill (described next). The other section, Apostolou Pavlou—quieter, narrower, and tree-lined—curls around the western end of the Acropolis and the Ancient Agora. It feels more local and has the best concentration of outdoor eateries. When the pollution and racket of Athens start to wear you down, take a walk here; in the early evening especially, with the Acropolis glowing above you, there’s magic to be had. This section was named for the Apostle Paul, who presented himself before Dionysus the Areopagite at Mars Hill.


[image: Image]


Where Apostolou Pavlou meets the Thissio Metro stop (see the “Athens Overview” map on here), you can head west on Ermou—a similarly enjoyable pedestrianized boulevard—to reach Kerameikos Cemetery. If you head east on Ermou (with traffic), you’ll come to Syntagma Square. Or, if you want to encircle the base of the Acropolis, head east on Adrianou, the pedestrian street you’ll hit just before the Thissio Metro stop, and stroll through the Plaka on your way back to Dionysiou Areopagitou.



▲Mars Hill (Areopagus)



The knobby, windswept hill crawling with tourists in front of the Acropolis is Mars Hill, also known as Areopagus (from Areios Pagos, “Ares Hill,” referring to the Greek version of Mars). While the views from the Acropolis are more striking, rugged Mars Hill (near the Acropolis’ main entrance, at the western end) makes a pleasant perch. As you’re climbing Mars Hill, be warned: The stone stairs (and the top of the rock) have been polished to a slippery shine by history and can be treacherous even when dry. Watch your step and use the metal staircase.


[image: Image]


This hill has an interesting history. After Rome conquered Athens in 86 BC, the Roman overlords wisely decided to extend citizenship to any free man born here. (The feisty Greeks were less likely to rise up against a state that had made them citizens.) While Rome called the shots on major issues, minor matters of local governance were determined on this hill by a gathering of leaders. During this period, the Apostle Paul—the first great Christian missionary and author of about half of the New Testament—preached to the Athenians here on Mars Hill. Paul looked out over the Agora and started talking about an altar he’d seen—presumably in the Agora (though archaeologists can’t confirm)—to the “Unknown God.” (A plaque embedded in the rock near the stairs contains the Greek text of Paul’s speech.) Although the Athenians were famously open-minded, Paul encountered a skeptical audience and only netted a couple of converts (including Dionysus the Areopagite—the namesake of the pedestrian drag behind the Acropolis). Paul moved on to Corinth, where he enjoyed a better reception.



▲▲▲Acropolis Museum



GOOGLE MAP


This museum is a modern-day temple to the Acropolis. Located at the foot of Athens’ famous ancient hill, it contains relics from the Acropolis, including statues of young men and women, gods and goddesses, reliefs that once adorned the hilltop temples, and five of the six original Caryatids (lady-columns) that once held up the roof of the Erechtheion temple. But the highlight is a life-size re-creation of the frieze that once wound all the way around the outside of the Parthenon, blending original pieces with copies of panels housed in the British Museum and other collections. Completed in 2009, the stunning glass building is a work of art in itself. The top floor sits slightly askew, like a graduation cap, mimicking the orientation of the Parthenon. The glass walls are designed not only to flood the place with natural light, but also to disappear into the background so that the architecture plays second fiddle to the real stars: the statuary and the views of the Acropolis.



[image: Image]





Athens at a Glance


Sights generally keep consistent morning opening hours but can close earlier than listed. Many closing times depend on the sunset. Check locally.


▲▲▲Acropolis The most important ancient site in the Western world, where Athenians built their architectural masterpiece, the Parthenon. Hours: Daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 17:00. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Acropolis Museum Modern temple for ancient art. Hours: Mon 9:00-17:00, Tue-Thu and Sat-Sun until 20:00, Fri until 22:00; Nov-March Mon-Thu 9:00-17:00, Fri until 22:00, Sat-Sun until 20:00.





▲▲▲Ancient Agora Social and commercial center of ancient Athens, with a well-preserved temple and an intimate museum. Hours: Daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 17:00. [image: Image]





▲▲▲National Archaeological Museum World’s best collection of ancient Greek art, displayed chronologically from 7000 BC to AD 500. Hours: Wed-Mon 8:00-20:00, Nov-March 8:30-15:30; Tue 13:00-20:00 year-round. [image: Image]





▲▲“Acropolis Loop” Traffic-free pedestrian walkways ringing much of the Acropolis with vendors, cafés, and special events.





▲▲Temple of Olympian Zeus (Olympieion) Remains of the largest temple in ancient Greece. Hours: Daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 15:00.





▲▲Anafiotika Delightful neighborhood draped across the hillside north of the Acropolis.





▲▲Psyrri Vibrant neighborhood near the center, great for eating, exploring, and escaping other tourists.





▲▲Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture Exquisite collection of artifacts from the ancient, Byzantine, Ottoman, and modern eras. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00 except Thu until 23:30, Sun until 16:00, closed Tue.





▲▲Museum of Cycladic Art World’s largest compilation of Cycladic art, from 4,000 years ago. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-17:00 except Thu until 20:00, Sun from 11:00, closed Tue.





▲▲Byzantine and Christian Museum Fascinating look at the Byzantines, who put their own stamp on Greek and Roman culture. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:00-16:00, closed Tue.





▲▲National Gallery Great art by this nation’s top artists from around 1850 to the present. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue.





▲Mars Hill Historic spot—with a classic view of the Acropolis—where the Apostle Paul preached to the Athenians.





▲Museum of Modern Greek Culture A refreshing and engaging look at Greek history and culture over the past 200 years. Hours: Wed, Sat, Sun 8:00-20:00; Mon, Thu, Fri 8:30-15:30; closed Tue.





▲Thissio Good neighborhood for food and drink, often accompanied by fine views of the Acropolis.





▲Roman Forum and Tower of the Winds Ancient Roman marketplace with wondrously intact tower. Hours: Daily 8:00-20:00, until 15:00 off-season.





▲Church of Kapnikarea Small 11th-century Byzantine church with symbols of the Greek Orthodox faith. Hours: Likely open daily 8:30-13:30 plus Tue and Thu-Fri 17:00-19:30.





▲Church of Agios Eleftherios Tiny Byzantine church decorated with a millennia of Christian bric-a-brac. Hours: Likely open daily 8:30-13:30 & 17:00-19:30.





▲Syntagma Square Famous public space with a popular changing-of-the-guard ceremony five minutes before the top of each hour.





▲Ermou Street Pleasant traffic-free pedestrian street brimming with international chain stores and fun people-watching.





▲Panathenaic (a.k.a. “Olympic”) Stadium Gleaming marble stadium restored to its second-century AD condition. Hours: Daily 8:00-19:00, Nov-Feb until 17:00.





▲Central Market A fun and aromatic sensory adventure, with a mind-boggling assortment of food and local color. Hours: Mon-Sat 7:00-15:00, closed Sun.





▲Museum of the City of Athens Former royal residence with exhibits about the city’s 19th- and 20th-century history. Hours: Mon and Wed-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Tue.






[image: Image]



Cost and Hours: €20 (you can buy tickets on the museum website to avoid the ticket-buying line, but not the security line); Mon 9:00-17:00, Tue-Thu and Sat-Sun until 20:00, Fri until 22:00; Nov-March Mon-Thu 9:00-17:00, Fri until 22:00, Sat-Sun until 20:00. The museum faces the south side of the Acropolis from across the broad Dionysiou Areopagitou pedestrian drag, and is right at the Akropoli Metro stop; +30 21090 00900, www.theacropolismuseum.gr.


[image: Image] See the Acropolis Museum Tour chapter.



▲Arch of Hadrian



This stoic triumphal arch stands at the edge of the new suburb of ancient Athens built by the Roman Emperor Hadrian in the second century AD. Now it overlooks a busy highway at the edge of the tourist zone (just a few steps up Dionysiou Areopagitou from the Acropolis Museum).


[image: Image] For more on the Arch of Hadrian, see here of the Athens City Walk chapter.



▲▲Temple of Olympian Zeus (Olympieion)



GOOGLE MAP


Started by an overambitious tyrant in the sixth century BC, this giant temple (behind the Arch of Hadrian) was not completed until Hadrian took over seven centuries later. Now 15 of the original 104 Corinthian columns stand evocatively over a ruined base in a field. You can get a good view of the temple ruins for free by peeking through the fence by the Arch of Hadrian.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €20; daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 15:00; Vasilissis Olgas 1, Metro: Akropoli; +30 21092 26330, http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


[image: Image] For more about the temple, see here of the Athens City Walk chapter.


ANCIENT AGORA AND BEYOND


These sights are listed in geographic order, starting with the Agora and fanning out from there (mostly to the west—see the “Athens Overview” map on here). You can walk to the cemetery and the Gazi district via the wide, pedestrianized Ermou street.



▲▲▲Ancient Agora: Athens’ Market



If the Acropolis was Golden Age Athens’ “uptown,” then the Ancient Agora was “downtown.” Although literally and figuratively overshadowed by the impressive Acropolis, the Agora was for eight centuries the true meeting place of the city—a hive of commerce, politics, and everyday bustle. Everybody who was anybody in ancient Athens spent time here, from Socrates and Plato to a visiting missionary named Paul. Built upon, forgotten, and ignored for centuries, the Agora was excavated in the 1930s. Now it’s a center of archaeological study and one of the city’s top tourist attractions. A visit here lets you ponder its sparse remains, wander through a modest museum in a rebuilt stoa (the Agora Museum), admire its beautifully preserved Temple of Hephaistos, and imagine sharing this hallowed space with the great minds of the ancient world.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €20; daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 17:00; Agora Museum generally has the same hours; main entrance on Adrianou—from the Monastiraki Metro stop, walk a block south (uphill, toward the Acropolis); +30 21032 10180, info: search “Agora” at http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


[image: Image] See the Ancient Agora Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲Thissio



This pleasant zone, around the far side of the Acropolis (just follow the main pedestrian drag), has a relaxed vibe and a thriving passel of cafés and restaurants with Acropolis views, plus an appealing open-air cinema (see Nightlife in Athens). If you stroll around the “Acropolis Loop,” you’ll wander right past Thissio. Consider stopping off for a meal, for a drink, or just to poke around.


Benaki Museum of Islamic Art


Sometimes it seems the Greeks would rather just forget the Ottoman chapter of their past...but when you’re talking about nearly 400 years, that’s difficult to do. If you’re intrigued by what Greeks consider a low point in their history, pay a visit to this branch of the Benaki Museum (listing for main branch, Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture, appears later in this chapter). The 8,000-piece collection, displayed in two renovated Neoclassical buildings, includes beautifully painted ceramics, a rare 14th-century astrolabe, and part of a marble room from a 17th-century Cairo mansion.


Cost and Hours: €9; Thu-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon-Wed; northeast of Kerameikos Cemetery at Agion Asomaton 22, at the corner with Dipilou, Metro: Thissio, +30 21032 51311, www.benaki.gr.


Kerameikos Cemetery


Named for the ceramics workshops that used to surround it, this is a vast place to wander among marble tombstones from the seventh century BC onward. While the sprawling cemetery provides more exercise than excitement—and requires a good imagination to take on much meaning—the small, modern museum is a delight. With a wealth of artifacts found right here, it explains the evolution of ancient burial rituals one age at a time.


Cost and Hours: €10; daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 15:00 and closed Mon; Ermou 148, Metro stops: Thissio or Kerameikos, +30 21034 63552, info: search “Kerameikos” at http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


THE PLAKA, MONASTIRAKI, AND SYNTAGMA


The following sights are scattered around the center of Athens, within the roughly triangular area formed by the Plaka, Monastiraki, and Syntagma neighborhoods.


[image: Image] Most of these sights are covered in more detail in the Athens City Walk chapter.


[image: Image]



Between the Plaka and Monastiraki Square




▲▲Anafiotika



Clinging to the northern slope of the Acropolis (just above the Plaka), this improbable Greek-island-on-a-hillside feels a world apart from the endless sprawl of concrete and moped-choked streets that stretch from its base. You could call it a well-established squatter community settled in a national archaeological site. For a break from the big city, escape here for an enjoyable stroll.



▲Roman Forum (a.k.a. “Roman Agora”) and Tower of the Winds



GOOGLE MAP


After the Romans conquered Athens in 86 BC, they quickly filled in the original Agora with monumental buildings. Then, they expanded 100 yards east to build their own version of an agora—an open space or forum—where people came to do business. Today it’s a pile of ruins, watched over by the marvelously intact Tower of the Winds. Panels circling the top of the tower depict the eight winds that shape Athenian weather. You can see virtually the entire site for free from the hillside (see description on here). But going inside yields a closer look (the entry gate is at the west end near the tallest standing colonnade).


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €10; daily 8:00-20:00, until 15:00 off-season; corner of Pelopida and Aiolou streets, Metro: Monastiraki, +30 21032 45220, info: search “Roman Agora” at http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


Visiting the Roman Forum: You’ll enter next to the four colossal Doric columns, part of a gateway built by Emperor Augustus (c. 11 BC). The inscription in Greek says it was generously financed by his adoptive father, Julius Caesar, and dedicated to Athens’ favorite goddess, Athena. You’ll emerge into a vast open-air courtyard where Romans and Athenians gathered to shop and schmooze. The courtyard was surrounded by rows of columns, creating a shaded arcade housing businesses. On the right side was a bubbling fountain.


The 40-foot-tall, octagonal Tower of the Winds was an observatory, with a weathervane on top, sundials on its sides, and a clock powered by water within. Inside is a big, round (and still-not-fully understood) stone in the pavement with markings like a clock dial. The holes indicate that some device was mounted on top—perhaps a set of metal gears. As water flowed down from the Acropolis it was channeled into the narrow groove you see here. The water powered the gears, which turned the hands of the clock to show the time of day. Additional hands (turning at much slower speeds) could show the day of the year, the month of the zodiac, and so on.


To the right of the Tower of the Winds is a gray-stone-paved area with broken columns—all that remains of the Agora’s other monumental entrance. The two arches nearby may have marked the offices of the market’s quality-control inspectors. To the left of the Tower is a rectangular area surrounded by a ditch. It has a surviving stone bench with two toilet-seat holes in it, making it clear what this once was: the Agora’s public restroom.



▲Museum of Modern Greek Culture



GOOGLE MAP


This museum, just up the road from Library of Hadrian, presents Greek history and culture from the past 200 years. Located inside a group of Neoclassical 19th-century buildings, it offers a quiet retreat from the busy surrounding neighborhood. Exhibits span 10 rooms (some might be closed) and trace modern Greek history from the Kingdom of Greece to the Hellenic Republic. The vivid displays, combined with artifacts, and both digital and hands-on exhibits, present a more contemporary side of Greek society than you’ll get from visiting only Athens’ ancient sites.


Cost and Hours: €15; Wed, Sat, Sun 8:00-20:00, Mon, Thu, Fri 8:30-15:30, closed Tue; half a block up from Library of Hadrian, Metro: Monastiraki, +30 21032 39382, www.mnep.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


Library of Hadrian


About a block from the Roman Forum, down Aiolou street (enter at the four Doric columns), is an area of Roman ruins containing what’s left of the Library of Hadrian (erected AD 131-132). Like at the Roman Forum, you can essentially see it all from outside. Notice the round Roman arch, standing proudly in the center as if to remind all that Greece was incapable of constructing something like this, and therefore could never be as grand as Rome. Wandering the grounds, you can view the scant remains of the only Roman mosaic floor I’ve seen in Athens, but little more.


Cost and Hours: €10; daily 8:00-20:00, shorter hours off-season; across from Agora Square, Metro: Monastiraki, +30 21032 45220, info: search “Hadrian” at http://odysseus.culture.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


Museum of Greek Folk Musical Instruments


If you’re interested in things musical, this museum is cute and cheap to enter. On its three floors, you can listen to recordings of different instruments and styles of music, and examine instruments dating from the 18th century to today. The main floor shows off drums, flutes, and bagpipes. Upstairs are stringed instruments—fiddles, violins, mandolins, and so on. And downstairs are bells, the boards hammered by Orthodox priests to announce worship services, and other percussion instruments. Throughout, photos, video clips, and paintings illustrate the instruments being played.


Cost and Hours: €3; Wed-Mon 8:30-15:30, closed Tue; near Roman Forum at Diogenous 1, Metro: Monastiraki, +30 21032 50198.


Churches in the Center



▲Church of Kapnikarea



GOOGLE MAP


Sitting unassumingly in the middle of Ermou street, this small, 11th-century Byzantine church offers a convenient look at the Greek Orthodox faith.


Cost and Hours: Free, likely open daily 8:30-13:30 plus Tue and Thu-Fri 17:00-19:30.


[image: Image]


Cathedral (Mitropolis)


Dating from the mid-19th century, this is the big head church of Athens—and therefore of all of Greece. The cathedral, with a beautifully restored interior, is the centerpiece of a reverent neighborhood, with a pair of statues out front honoring great heroes of the Church, surrounding streets lined with religious-paraphernalia shops (and black-cloaked, long-bearded priests), and the cute little Church of Agios Eleftherios (described next).


Cost and Hours: Free; likely open daily 8:00-19:00, closed 13:00-16:30 off-season; Plateia Mitropoleos.



▲Church of Agios Eleftherios



GOOGLE MAP


This tiny church, huddled in the shadow of the cathedral, has a delightful hodgepodge of ancient and early Christian monuments embedded in its facade. Like so many Byzantine churches, it was partly built (in the late 12th century) with fragments of earlier buildings, monuments, and even tombstones...a hodgepodge of millennia-old bits and pieces.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, likely open daily 8:30-13:30 & 17:00-19:30, Plateia Mitropoleos.



Benizelos Mansion



Two blocks south of the cathedral, this reconstructed mansion is noteworthy because it’s the only surviving house of its type from the 18th century left in Athens, and one of the few anywhere in southern Greece. It’s typical of the konaki-type house built throughout the Ottoman Empire at the time, with a high wall for privacy, courtyards, and an upper floor where people lived. A few panels in English describe how the different rooms were used, but this sleepy sight is interesting mostly for its unique glimpse into Athens’ Ottoman period.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation welcome; hours sporadic but generally Tue-Thu 10:00-21:00, Fri-Mon from 11:00; Adrianou 96, +30 21032 48861, https://archontiko-mpenizelon.gr.


Syntagma Square and Nearby



▲Syntagma Square (Plateia Syntagmatos)



The “Times Square” of Athens is named for Greece’s historic 1843 constitution, prompted by demonstrations right on this square. A major transit hub, the square is watched over by Neoclassical masterpieces such as the Hotel Grande Bretagne and the Parliament building.


Parliament


The former palace of King Otto is now a house of democracy. In front, colorfully costumed evzone guards stand at attention at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and periodically do a ceremonial changing of the guard to the delight of tourists (guards change five minutes before the top of each hour, less elaborate crossing of the guard around :25 after, full ceremony with marching band Sundays at 11:00—get there about 30 minutes early as they may start a bit before 11:00).


[image: Image]



▲Ermou Street



This pedestrianized thoroughfare, connecting Syntagma Square with Monastiraki (and on to Thissio and Kerameikos Cemetery), is packed with international chain stores. It’s enjoyable for people-watching and is refreshingly traffic-free in an otherwise congested area.


Jewish Museum of Greece


Many Jewish communities trace their roots back to medieval Spain’s Sephardic diaspora and, before that, to classical Greece. (Before the Nazis invaded, Greece had 78,000 Jews; more than 85 percent of them perished in the Holocaust.) This interesting collection of more than 8,000 Jewish artifacts—thoughtfully displayed on four floors of a modern building—traces the history of Greek Jews since the second century BC. Downstairs from the entry, you can visit a replica synagogue with worship items. Then spiral up through the split-level space (borrowing English descriptions in each room) to see exhibits on Jewish holidays, history, Zionism, the Nazi occupation and Holocaust, and traditional dress—all laced with the personal stories of Greek Jews.


Cost and Hours: €10; Mon-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sun 10:00-16:00, closed Sat; Nikis 39, at the corner with Kidathineon—ring bell to get inside; Metro: Syntagma, +30 21032 25582, www.jewishmuseum.gr.


SOUTHEAST OF SYNTAGMA


The busy avenue called Vasilissis Amalias rumbles south of Syntagma Square, where you’ll find the following sights. Note that the Arch of Hadrian and the Temple of Olympian Zeus (both described earlier) are just south of the National Garden and Zappeion.


National Garden


Extending south from the parliament, the National Garden is a wonderfully cool retreat from the traffic-clogged streets of central Athens. Covering an area of around 40 acres, it was planted in 1839 as the palace garden, created for the pleasure of Queen Amalia. Opened to the public in 1923, the garden has many pleasant paths, a café, WCs, scattered picturesque ancient columns, a playground, and several zoo-type exhibits of animals.


Cost and Hours: Free, open daily from dawn to dusk.


Zappeion


At the southern end of the National Garden stands the grand mansion called the Zappeion, surrounded by formal gardens of its own. To most Athenians, the Zappeion is best known as the site of the outdoor Aegli Cinema in summer (behind the building, on the right as you face the colonnaded main entry; for details, see the Nightlife in Athens chapter). But the building is more than just a backdrop. During Ottoman rule, much of the Greek elite, intelligentsia, and aristocracy fled the country. They returned after independence and built grand mansions such as this. Finished in 1888, it was designed by the Danish architect Theophil Hansen, who was known (along with his brother Christian) for his Neoclassical designs. The financing was provided by the Zappas brothers, Evangelos and Konstantinos, two of the prime movers in the campaign to revive the Olympic Games. This mansion housed the International Olympic Committee during the first modern Olympics in 1896 and served as a media center during the 2004 Olympics. Today the Zappeion is a conference and exhibition center.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Gardens free and always open, building only open during exhibitions for a fee; Vasilissis Amalias, Metro: Akropoli or Evangelismos.



▲Panathenaic (a.k.a. “Olympic”) Stadium



GOOGLE MAP


In your travels through Greece, you may see several ruined ancient stadiums (including the ones in Olympia and Delphi). Here’s your chance to see one intact.


Cost and Hours: €10, includes audioguide; daily 8:00-19:00, Nov-Feb until 17:00; kiosk near the entrance sells Olympic memorabilia; southeast of the Zappeion off Vasileos Konstantinou, Metro: Akropoli or Evangelismos, +30 21075 22985, www.panathenaicstadium.gr.


Visiting the Stadium: Enter the stadium, take a seat, and look around to appreciate its rich history and gleaming marble.


This place has many names. Officially it’s the Panathenaic Stadium, built in the fourth century BC to host the Panathenaic Games. Sometimes it’s referred to as the Roman Stadium, because it was rebuilt by the great Roman benefactor Herodes Atticus in the second century AD, using the same prized Pentelic marble that was used in the Parthenon. This magnificent material gives the place its most popular name: Kallimarmaro (“Beautiful Marble”) Stadium.


[image: Image]


The stadium was restored to its Roman condition in preparation for the first modern Olympics in 1896. It saw Olympic action again in 2004. Today, it’s occasionally used for ceremonies and concerts. As in ancient times, around 50,000 spectators fill the stadium for big events.


Take a lap around the track, pose on the podium, and visit the modest permanent exhibit, showcasing the various torches, vintage posters, and other memorabilia commemorating the modern games. Head to the top row for a commanding view of the Acropolis and Parthenon.


NORTH OF THE CENTER


Several worthwhile sights are north of Athens’ central core.


Above Monastiraki Square


Athinas street leads north from Monastiraki Square to Omonia Square (see the “Athens Overview” map on here). Walking this grand street offers a great chance to feel the pulse of modern workaday Athens, with shops tumbling onto broad sidewalks, striking squares, nine-to-fivers out having a smoke, and lots of urban energy. [image: Image] This area is covered in delicious detail in the Psyrri and Central Market Walk chapter.


Farther up Athinas street, past Omonia Square, is the superb National Archaeological Museum.



▲▲Psyrri



This funky district, just north of the Ancient Agora, offers a real-world alternative to the tourist-clogged, artificial-feeling Plaka. While parts are outwardly grungy and run-down, Psyrri has blossomed with a fun range of eateries, cafés, and clubs, with everything from dives to exclusive dance halls to crank-’em-out chain restaurants (for recommendations on where to eat, see the Eating in Athens chapter). It’s especially lively at night.



▲Central Market



Take a vibrant, fragrant stroll through the modern-day version of the Ancient Agora. It’s a living, breathing, and smelly barrage on all the senses. You’ll see dripping-fresh meat, livestock in all stages of dismemberment, still-wriggling fish, exotic nuts, and sticky figs. It may not be Europe’s most charming market, but it offers a lively contrast to Athens’ ancient sites. The entire market square is a delight to explore, with a dizzying variety of great street food and a carnival of people-watching (open Mon-Sat 7:00-15:00, closed Sun, on Athinas between Sofokleous and Evripidou, between Metro stops Omonia and Monastiraki).



▲▲▲National Archaeological Museum



GOOGLE MAP


This museum is the single best place on earth to see ancient Greek artifacts. Strolling through the chronologically displayed collection—from 7000 BC to AD 500—is like watching a time-lapse movie of the evolution of art. You’ll go from the stylized figurines of the Cycladic Islands, to the golden artifacts of the Mycenaeans (including the so-called Mask of Agamemnon), to the stiff, stoic kouros statues of the Archaic age. Then, with the arrival of the Severe style (epitomized by the Artemision Bronze), the art loosens up and comes to life. As Greece enters the Classical Period, the Bronze Statue of a Youth is balanced and lifelike. The dramatic Artemision Jockey hints at the unbridled exuberance of Hellenism, which is taken to its extreme in the Fighting Gaul statue. Rounding out the collection are Roman statuary, colorful wall paintings from Thira (today’s Santorini), room upon room of ceramics, and what may be the world’s first computer (known as the Antikythera mechanism, some 2,000 years old).


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €20, buy ticket online in advance; Wed-Mon 8:00-20:00, Nov-March 8:30-15:30, Tue 13:00-20:00 year-round; 28 Oktovriou (a.k.a. Patission) #44—see here for transit options; +30 21321 44800, www.namuseum.gr, tickets: https://hhticket.gr.


[image: Image] See the National Archaeological Museum Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.


Exarchia


For an edgier taste of Athens, explore Exarchia—long the heart and soul of Athens’ feisty love of freedom and its non-conformist spirit. Wedged between the National Technical University, Omonia Square, and Lykavittos Hill, Exarchia is populated mostly by students and counterculture idealists. The neighborhood, slathered in graffiti, is defiant, artsy, and vibrant.


[image: Image]


The handiest way to visit Exarchia is to take a taxi to its central Exarchia Square and explore on foot (or book a walking tour focusing on the district’s boisterous street art; see the listing for Alternative Athens on here). You might ask your cabbie for a 10-minute impromptu graffiti tour of the neighborhood before jumping out at the square.


Exarchia Square feels like the community hub—find its centerpiece, a circa-1920 statue of cupids that’s generally covered in spray paint. Youth activities and political banners contribute to the folk/artsy/radical vibe. Next, walk uphill and then to the right. The Art Deco “Blue Apartment” flat (top corner of the square) was a Modernist mecca in the 1920s—the heartbeat of this scene where only dead fish go with the flow. At the top end of the square, pop into the Vox Occupied Community Center (an art center, bar, and open-air theater). Then, just wander the nearby streets. Because of the cheap rent and abundance of students (three universities are nearby), the streets are lined with cafés, bars, art centers, and bookstores. Each evening, Exarchia is a thriving festival of alternative lifestyles. And, if there’s a demonstration happening down at Syntagma Square, it’s just a quick scooter ride away.


North of Syntagma Square


Just a few blocks up from Syntagma Square and the traffic-free Ermou street thoroughfare are more museums, including the National Historical Museum (in the Old Parliament building), the Numismatic Museum (coins), and this place:



▲Museum of the City of Athens



GOOGLE MAP


Housed in the former residence of King Otto and Queen Amalia (where they lived from 1836 to 1843), this museum combines an elegant interior with a charming overview of Athens beyond ancient times. Come here if you want to learn more about the 19th- and early 20th-century history of the city.


Cost and Hours: €5; Mon and Wed-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-15:00, closed Tue; Paparigopoulou 5, Metro: Panepistimio, +30 21032 31397, www.athenscitymuseum.gr. The recommended Black Duck Garden bar/restaurant shares the museum’s courtyard, but is independently run (see listing on here).


Visiting the Museum: The ground floor has two highlights. In the first room (to the right as you enter) is a giant, late-17th-century panoramic painting of Louis XIV’s ambassador and his party with Athens in the background. The work shows a small village occupied by Ottomans (with prickly minarets rising from the rooftops), before the Parthenon was partially destroyed (it’s the only painting depicting an intact Athens and Parthenon).


In the next room, a large model shows Athens circa 1842, just as it was emerging as the capital of Greece. A touchscreen computer lets you choose various locations on the model, read more about those sights, virtually circle around them, and watch videos.


Upstairs are lavishly decorated rooms and exhibits that emphasize King Otto’s role in the fledgling Greek state following the Ottoman defeat. Throughout the place you’ll see idyllic paintings of Athens as it was a century and a half ago: a red-roofed village at the foot of the Acropolis populated by Greek shepherds in traditional costume. Stepping back outside into the smog and noise after your visit, you’ll wish you had a time machine.



THE KOLONAKI MUSEUM STRIP, EAST OF SYNTAGMA SQUARE



The district called Kolonaki, once the terrain of high-society bigwigs eager to live close to the Royal Palace (now the parliament), is today’s diplomatic quarter. Lining the major boulevard called Vasilissis Sofias are many embassies, a thriving scene with high-end shops, and some of Athens’ top museums. These are listed in the order you’d reach them, heading east from the parliament (see the “Athens Overview” map on here).



▲▲Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture



GOOGLE MAP


This exquisite collection takes you on a fascinating walk through the ages. And, as it’s housed in a gorgeous Neoclassical mansion, it gives a peek at how Athens’ upper crust lived a century ago. The mind-boggling array of artifacts—which could keep a museum lover busy for hours—is crammed into 36 galleries on four floors, covering seemingly every era of history: antiquity, Byzantine, Ottoman, and modern. The private collection nicely complements the many state-run museums in town. Each item is labeled in English, and it’s all air-conditioned. The Benaki gift shop is a fine place to buy jewelry (replicas of museum pieces).


Cost and Hours: €12; Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00 except Thu until 23:30, Sun until 16:00, closed Tue; classy terrace café where some of today’s high society hang out, across from back corner of National Garden at Koumbari 1, Metro: Syntagma, +30 21036 71000, www.benaki.gr.


Visiting the Museum: The first exhibit (on the ground floor, rooms 1-12) kicks things off by saying, “Around 7000 BC, the greatest ‘revolution’ in human experience took place: the change from the hunting-and-gathering economy of the Paleolithic Age to the farming economy of the Neolithic Age...” You’ll see fine painted vases, gold wreaths of myrtle leaves worn on heads 2,300 years ago, and evocative Byzantine icons and jewelry. Look for Byzantine icon art, including two pieces by Domenikos Theotokopoulos before he became El Greco (in a glass case in the center of Room 12).


Upstairs (from room 12), the first floor picks up where most Athens museums leave off: the period of Ottoman and Venetian occupation. Here you’ll find traditional costumes, furniture, household items, farm implements, and entire rooms finely carved from wood and lovingly transplanted from Northern Greece. In Rooms 22 and 23, a fascinating exhibit shows Greece through the eyes of foreign visitors, who came here in the 18th and 19th centuries (back when Athens was still a village, spiny with Ottoman minarets) to see the same ruins you’re enjoying today.


Climb up through smaller rooms (from room 25) to the enticing terrace café and exhibit hall (which may have temporary exhibits). On the top floor, Romantic art finally brings you into the 20th century.


[image: Image]



▲▲Museum of Cycladic Art



GOOGLE MAP


This modern, cozy, and enjoyable museum shows off the largest exhibit of Cycladic art anywhere, collected by one of Greece’s richest shipping families (the Goulandris clan). You can see Cycladic art elsewhere in Athens (such as in the National Archaeological Museum), but it’s displayed and described most invitingly here. While the first floor up is all Cycladic, there are four floors—each with a fine exhibit. Note that the museum’s entrance is a few steps up the side street (Neophytou Douka). A pleasant café is near the gift shop on the ground floor.


Cost and Hours: €12; Wed-Mon 10:00-17:00 except Thu until 20:00, Sun from 11:00, closed Tue; Neophytou Douka 4, Metro: Evangelismos, +30 21072 28321, www.cycladic.gr.


Visiting the Museum: You’ll climb the same marble staircase from the first to the fourth floor as the exhibit unfolds one floor at a time.


The first floor focuses on art from the Cycladic Islands, which surround the isle of Delos, off the coast southeast of Athens. The Aegean city-states here—predating Athens’ Golden Age by 2,000 years—were populated by a mysterious people who left no written record. But they did leave behind an ample collection of fertility figurines. These come in different sizes but follow the same general pattern: skinny, standing ramrod-straight, with large, alien-like heads. Some have exaggerated breasts and hips, giving them a violin-like silhouette. Others (likely symbolizing pregnancy) appear to be clutching their midsections with both arms. These items give an insight into the matriarchal cultures of the Cycladic Islands. With their astonishing simplicity, the figurines appear almost abstract, as if Modigliani or Picasso had sculpted them.


While that first floor is the headliner, don’t miss three more floors of exhibits upstairs: ancient Greek art, Cypriot antiquities, and scenes from daily life in antiquity. The highlight—for some, even better than the Cycladic art itself—is the engrossing top-floor exhibit that explains ancient Greek lifestyles. With the help of artistic renderings, this exhibit displays the collection in use. Artifacts, engaging illustrations, and vivid English descriptions resurrect a fun cross-section of the fascinating and sometimes bizarre practices of the ancients: weddings, athletics, agora culture, warfare, and various female- and male-only activities (such as the male-bonding/dining ritual called the symposium). Listen for the music that accompanies the exhibit—historians’ best guess at what the ancients listened to. A 12-minute movie at the end dramatizes events in the life of “Leon,” a fictional young man of ancient Greece. Another movie (on a monitor to the left) demonstrates burial rituals (for the dearly departed Leon), many of which are still practiced by Orthodox Christians in Greece today.



▲▲Byzantine and Christian Museum



GOOGLE MAP


This excellent museum displays key artifacts from the Byzantine era—the 1,000-year period (c. AD 330-1453) that came after Greece’s ancient glory days. While the rest of Europe fragmented into fiefdoms, Byzantium ruled large swaths of the eastern Mediterranean, with Athens as a key city. As the empire’s dominant language and culture were Greek, today’s Greeks proudly consider the Byzantine Empire “theirs.” In this museum, you’ll see bits of 2,000-year-old rubble, medieval tableware, exquisite gold religious objects, and lots and lots of icons. The museum’s handy café/restaurant is on a breezy terrace overlooking a park.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €8; Wed-Mon 9:00-16:00, closed Tue; Vasilissis Sofias 22, Metro: Evangelismos, +30 21321 39517, www.byzantinemuseum.gr.


Self-Guided Tour: In the peaceful courtyard, buy your ticket in the building straight ahead, then enter the permanent collection in the building to the left. The museum’s layout can be confusing, as the “rooms” flow into each other without clear divisions. Use my tour to get a thematic overview, then browse freely among the many interesting and beautiful objects.


The first few rooms show how the Byzantine Empire grew from its Roman roots.


Entryway: Three maps show snapshots of the Byzantine world: First (AD 337-565), it was huge, when it was synonymous with the Roman Empire. When Rome fell, its eastern half (called Byzantium) carried on as the largest realm in Europe (1056). By the end of the Byzantine era (1453), the empire was smaller still, with only two major cities—Constantinople and Athens.


• Now step into Room I.1.


Rooms I.1-4: The statuettes and reliefs in Room I.1 show how pagan Rome became Christian Byzantium. A pagan shepherd became the Bible’s “Good Shepherd,” the myth of Orpheus with his lyre symbolized the goodness of Creation, and ancient philosophers became wise Jesus.


Continue down the first set of stairs into Room I.2. In secular life, ancient Roman knowhow continued on into medieval times, with high-quality Byzantine jewelry, ceramics, glassware, coins, and good luck charms (eulogiai). Descend the next steps to Room I.3 to find column fragments and a mosaic floor (depicting animals and ancient laurel wreaths) that suggest how the same structural elements of the Roman basilica (or assembly hall) evolved into the Christian basilica (or church).


In Room I.4, stone fragments like these, from ruined ancient temples, were recycled to build Christian churches, while the Parthenon was repurposed as Athens’ cathedral.


• Descend the final staircase to a series of rooms on medieval Byzantium (c. AD 500-1200), starting in...


Room II.2: With the fall of Rome, the Byzantine world (as the museum plaque says) entered an “Age of Crisis,” marked by invaders from the north and east sweeping across Europe. The few broken stone fragments displayed here attest to how little art survived.


• To the left is the section called...


Room II.1: While Western Europe struggled to pick up the pieces after Rome fell, the Byzantine world was held together by strong emperors and the “eastern pope,” the Orthodox patriarch. See their symbols of authority: chain-mail armor, the long scroll of a patriarchal decree, coins with imperial insignia, and signet rings.


• Continue ahead into the large Room II.3.


Rooms II.3-II.9: In II.3 and II.4, you’ll see how the Christian faith in Eastern Europe was evolving into what we now call Orthodox, with its distinct imagery and rituals. On display are uniquely Orthodox painted icons of Mary-and-Babe and Jesus-as-Pantocrator (“All Powerful”), as well as a double-sided icon that was paraded atop a pole during services. Byzantines preferred to depict their saints as stiff, stylized figures on gold backgrounds, to avoid worshipping the “graven images” prohibited in the Bible. Orthodox Christians also developed the altar screen (iconostasis) that shielded the church’s inner sanctum (see the interestingly carved marble slabs from such a screen).


The room to the right (II.5) shows how Athenian churches (such as the well-known Church of Kapnikarea—described in the next chapter) developed their own unique style, featuring wall frescoes like these, and topped with a Pantocrator in the dome (like the one at the end of the room).


Breeze quickly through Rooms II.6-9, with artifacts from Byzantium’s declining years (c. 1200-1400). By the 13th century, Venetian merchants (the “Latins”) were asserting their power in the Byzantine trading empire. Still, the cities of Constantinople and Athens remained more civilized than parts of the medieval west, as attested by the collection of finely worked carved reliefs and ceramics. Byzantine painting techniques were spreading west, and Byzantine knowledge was passed along in illuminated manuscripts and books.


• Now enter a large hall with lots of big, colorful icons.


Rooms IV.1-4: Browse Room IV.1-2 to its far left end. The paintings are bigger, brighter, and more realistic, with hints of 3-D background. There are dramatic, heart-racing scenes of saints slaying dragons and chariots of fire. Unlike the stiff, flat icons of an earlier age, now saints pose with the relaxed gravitas of ancient statues. It’s clear that, with the arrival of the Venetians, there was cross-pollination between Byzantine icon-makers (in Crete, Ionia, and Athens) and the budding Renaissance painters of Italy.


Then, overnight, the Byzantine Empire came to an end. Make a U-turn to the right at the far end of the hall, into Room IV.3. In 1453, the Ottoman Turks conquered Constantinople, and went on to capture most of the territory that once belonged to Byzantium. In Greece, Christians (called Romioi) carried on their faith under Islamic rule (1453-1832). They developed the rich worship regalia still used today—icons, miters, silver vessels, and gold-embroidered vestments.


In the far left corner, step into the darkened Room IV.4. The printed book helped shape a common Greek identity (“the New Hellenism”), spurring the desire to be free of Ottoman rule and create the modern democratic nation of Greece.


• Finally, return back upstairs to...


Room IV.5: The final displays bring Byzantium up to modern times, mainly in its legacy to religious art. The flat, simplified techniques of Byzantine art have even influenced modern abstract painters—a timeless style that’s, well, iconic.


Athens War Museum


This imposing three-story museum is a living lecture on Greek warfare, from Alexander the Great to today. The overtly patriotic exhibit, old-school and staffed by soldiers, stirs the souls of Greeks and history buffs.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €6; daily 9:00-19:00, Nov-March until 17:00; Rizari 2 at Vasilissis Sofias, Metro: Evangelismos, +30 21072 52975, www.warmuseum.gr.


Visiting the Museum: Start by riding the elevator upstairs to the first floor. Here you’ll get a quick chronological review of Greek military history, including replicas of ancient artifacts you’ll see for real in other museums—fine history lessons in early war technology. On display are maps of various campaigns, and models of fortified towns you may see later in your travels through Greece (like Monemvasia and Mystras), plus amazing video clips of World War I that help visually reconstruct the story.


The mezzanine level focuses on the Greek experience in the 20th century, including World War II (Nazi occupation, resistance, and liberation), and Cyprus. Back on the ground floor you’ll parade past military uniforms, browse an armory of old weapons, and (outside) ogle modern military machines—tanks, fighter jets, and more (visible from the street, even when the museum is closed).



▲▲National Gallery



GOOGLE MAP


Athens’ striking and newly renovated National Gallery is to Greece what the Orsay Museum is to France: a gathering of the great art of this nation’s top artists from about 1850 until today.


The finest of Greek paintings are beautifully displayed and described in chronological order on three floors, connected by a central marble staircase. Walking through the ages—from Conservative/Realist to Impressionist and into the 21st century—you’ll notice artistic trends spreading from Western Europe to Greece, but with a 20-year delay. The exhibits are well described in English throughout, with a focus on the dance between Western Europe and Greece. (While you’ll likely not recognize a single name, it seems many of the great Greek artists studied in Paris.) The cultural challenge: for Greece to be part of the West yet remain true to its own heritage. While there is a bottom floor dedicated to a few works by the European masters, the reason to visit this gallery is to enjoy the best collection of Greek paintings anywhere.


Cost and Hours: €10; Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue; just beyond the Athens War Museum at Vasileos Konstantinou 50—a 10-minute walk behind the Parliament, Metro: Evangelismos, +30 21440 86201, www.nationalgallery.gr.
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ATHENS CITY WALK


From Syntagma Square to Monastiraki Square


Orientation


The Walk Begins


PART 1: MODERN ATHENS


1 Syntagma Square (Plateia Syntagmatos)


Map: Athens City Walk


2 Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and the Evzone Guards


3 Parliament


4 Ermou Street


PART 2: THE GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH


5 Church of Kapnikarea


6 Cathedral (Mitropolis)


7 Church of Agios Eleftherios


8 Agia Filotheis Street


PART 3: ATHENS’ “OLD TOWN” (THE PLAKA AND ANAFIOTIKA)


9 Benizelos Mansion


10 Adrianou Street


11 Arch of Hadrian and Temple of Olympian Zeus


12 Lysicrates Monument and Square


13 Acropolis Hill


14 Anafiotika


15 Roman Forum and Tower of the Winds


16 Agora Square (Plateia Agoras)


19 Monastiraki Square Spin-Tour


Athens is a bustling metropolis of nearly four million people, home to one out of every three Greeks. While the city seems to sprawl endlessly as a concrete mess, the heart and soul of Athens is engaging and refreshingly compact. This walk takes you through the striking contrasts of the city center—from chaotic, traffic-clogged urban zones, to sleepy streets with bearded priests shopping for a new robe or chalice, to peaceful, barely-wide-enough-for-a-donkey back lanes that twist their way up toward the Acropolis.


The walk begins at Syntagma Square, meanders through the fascinating old Plaka district, and finishes at lively Monastiraki Square (near the Ancient Agora, markets, good restaurants, and a handy Metro stop). This sightseeing spine will help you get a once-over-lightly look at Athens, which you can use as a springboard for diving into the city’s various colorful sights and neighborhoods.


Along the way, we’ll weave through the rich tapestry of Athens’ 2,500-year story—from the grandiose ruins of the ancient world, to mysteriously medieval Orthodox churches, to the lively places where today’s Athenians go about their timeless existence.


Orientation


Length of This Walk: Allow plenty of time. This three-part walk takes two hours without stops or detours. But if you explore and dip into sights here and there—pausing to ponder a dimly lit Orthodox church or to do some window (or actual) shopping—it can enjoyably eat up a half-day or more. This walk is also easy to break up—stop after Part 2 and return for Part 3 later.


When to Go: Do this walk early in your visit, as it can help you get your bearings in this potentially confusing city. Morning is best, since many churches close for an afternoon break, and other sights—including the Acropolis—are too crowded to enjoy by midmorning.


Getting There: The walk begins at Syntagma Square, just northeast of the Plaka tourist zone. It’s a short walk from my recommended Plaka hotels; if you’re staying away from the city center, get here by taxi or Metro (stop: Syntagma).


Churches: Athens’ churches are free but keep irregular hours—generally daily 8:30-13:30 and some evenings (17:00-19:30). If you want to pay to light a candle at churches (as the locals do), be sure to have a few small coins.


Cathedral: Free; likely open daily 8:00-19:00, closed 13:00-16:30 off-season.


Temple of Olympian Zeus: €20; daily 8:00-20:00, Oct until 18:00, Nov-March until 15:00.


Roman Forum: €10; daily 8:00-20:00, until 15:00 off-season.


Library of Hadrian: €10; daily 8:00-20:00, shorter hours off-season.


Tours: [image: Image] Download my free Athens City Walk audio tour.


Dress Code: To enter churches, a modest dress code—no bare shoulders or shorts—is encouraged.


Starring: Athens’ top squares, churches, and Roman ruins, connected by bustling urban streets that are alternately choked with cars and mopeds, or thronged by pedestrians, vendors...and fellow tourists.


The Walk Begins


This lengthy walk has three parts: The first introduces modern Athens, centered on Syntagma Square and the Ermou shopping street. The second part focuses on Athens’ Greek Orthodox faith, with visits to three interesting churches. And the third part is a wander through the old core of Athens, including the charming but touristy Plaka, the mellow Greek-village-on-a-hillside of Anafiotika, and some impressive ancient monuments. In a sense, we’ll be walking back in time—from bustling modern Athens, through its mystical medieval period, to the place where the city was born: the Acropolis.
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PART 1: MODERN ATHENS



This first part of the walk lets you feel the pulse of a modern capital.


• Start at Syntagma Square. From the leafy park at the center of the square, climb to the top of the stairs and stand across the street from the big Greek Parliament building.



1 Syntagma Square (Plateia Syntagmatos)



Here in Syntagma Square (SEEN-dag-mah) you’re in the heart of this great capital, and in many ways the heart of the entire Greek nation. Here is where the nation is governed. It’s where citizens gather for angry demonstrations and national celebrations—the “Times Square” of Greece. Surrounding the square are posh hotels, major banks, and the Greek Parliament. Around the edges, the streets are choked with buses, cars, taxis, and mopeds. And in the fountain-dotted square, Athenians go about their business: hustling off to work, handing out leaflets, feeding pigeons, listening to street musicians, or just enjoying a park bench in the shade.
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From here, sightseeing options spin off through the city like spokes on a wheel. Face the Parliament building (east) and get oriented. To the left is the head of Vasilissis Sofias avenue, lined with embassies and museums, including the Benaki Museum of Greek History and Culture, Museum of Cycladic Art, Byzantine and Christian Museum, and Athens War Museum. This boulevard also leads to the National Gallery and to the ritzy Kolonaki quarter, with its high-end shopping promenades and funicular to the top of Lykavittos Hill.


Extending behind and to the right of the Parliament building is the National Garden, Athens’ “Central Park.” Here you’ll find the Zappeion mansion-turned-conference-hall (with a fine summer outdoor cinema nearby) and, beyond the greenery, the evocative, ancient Panathenaic Stadium.


This area is also one of Athens’ prime transit hubs, with many bus stops and the city’s busiest Metro station beneath your feet.


Behind you, at the west end of the square, stretches the traffic-free shopping street called Ermou, which heads to the Plaka neighborhood and Monastiraki Square. (We’ll be heading that way soon.)


Syntagma Square is a breezy oasis, shaded with a variety of trees: cypress, plane, palm, orange, and laurel. Breathe deeply and ponder the fact that until 1990, Athens was the most polluted city in Europe. People advertising facial creams would put a mannequin outside on the street for three hours and film it turning black. The message: You need our cream.



[image: Image]



But over the last few decades, Athens has worked hard to clean up its act. Traffic is now restricted in the city center. Check out the license plates of passenger cars. Only cars with even-numbered license plates are allowed in on certain days of the week—those with odd numbers are allowed on the other days. The rich get around it by owning two cars. The city has instituted other green policies—more pedestrian zones, better public transit, and cleaner heating fuel. Thanks to this, 21st-century Athens is a much more livable place.


While the Acropolis and the Agora were the heart of ancient Athens, Syntagma has been the city center for the last two centuries. Whenever the Greek people have needed to speak their mind, they’ve gathered here to do it. For that part of Athens’ story, turn your attention to our next stop—the Parliament.


• Using the crosswalk (one on either side of Syntagma Square), cross the busy street. Directly in front of the Parliament you’ll see the...



2 Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and the Evzone Guards



In the nation that invented democracy, nothing epitomizes its modern struggle for self-rule so much as this spot.


Here you’ll find Greece’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, guarded by the fancifully dressed evzone guards. The tomb itself is simple—a marble slab marked only with a cross. Carved into the wall above is an image of a fallen warrior from ancient times, with helmet and shield. On either side are the names of great battles in Greek history since 1821. (They’re in the Greek alphabet, but I can make out a few—let’s see, Cyprus, Korea, Crete.)


The much-photographed evzones, clad in traditional pleated kilts, white britches, and shoes with pom-poms, are soldiers from an elite infantry unit of the Greek army. They may look goofy to a non-Greek, but their families are very proud.
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The soldiers do a ceremonial changing of the guard at five minutes before the top of each hour. There’s also a less elaborate crossing on the half-hour. During the ceremonies, they march with a slow-motion, high-stepping gait to their new positions. Once there, they stand ramrod straight, just begging for some clown to pose at their side. Try getting one to smile. (“Hey, Demetrios. Nice pom-poms.”) A full changing-of-the-guard ceremony, complete with marching band, takes place most Sundays at 11:00.


The guards remind Greeks of the crucial moment when modern Greece was born. The year was 1821. After nearly four centuries under the thumb of the Ottoman Turks, the Greeks rose up. They were led by ragtag bands of mountain guerrilla fighters. Their uniforms were modeled after ancient warriors, complete with Mycenaean pom-poms. Today’s evzone guards proudly wear the same outfit. In fact, their winter skirts have exactly 400 pleats...one for each year of Ottoman occupation (and don’t you forget it).


The Greek War of Independence became a kind of cause célèbre throughout Europe. Even the English poet Lord Byron donned a uniform like this and died fighting for Greek freedom. Finally, in 1829, the rebels drove the Ottomans out. However, no sooner had they driven out the Ottomans than they got...an Otto.


• For the rest of the story, take a step back for a view of the...



3 Parliament



Although this grand building now houses Greek democracy, it began life as a palace for an authoritarian king. After Greece gained its independence, the first government was so weak (with a capital in far-off Nafplio) that Europe’s powers-that-be installed an outsider to rule as king.
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In 1832, Prince Otto of Bavaria, just 17 years old, became King Otto of Greece. He moved the capital to Athens and built himself a magnificent royal palace—today’s Parliament building.


However, the Greeks, having just freed themselves from Ottoman rule, chafed under this dictatorial Bavarian monarch. On September 3, 1843, angry rioters gathered in the square to protest. Wisely, King Otto stepped onto the balcony of this building, quieted the mob, and gave them exactly what they wanted—a democratic constitution. Modern Athens was born, and the square was dubbed “Syntagma”—the Greek word for constitution.


It was King Otto who shaped the look of modern Athens. His architects (imported from Bavaria) created a grand European capital in the Neoclassical style. Broad new boulevards were blasted through, punctuated with vast squares like Syntagma. Otto revived elements from the classical world—things like the Greek columns and triangular pediments you see on the Parliament building.




The Story of Athens


On this walk, we’ll encounter 2,500 years of Athens’ history.


Athens emerged as a major city around 500 BC. But when Persia invaded (480 BC), Athens was burned to the ground. The Athenians rallied, united their fellow Greeks, and drove the Persians out...and the Greek Golden Age began.


From 450 to 400 BC, Athens reigned supreme. Its population was about 100,000. The Acropolis and the Agora marked the center of town. Athens’ high culture set the tone for Western civilization. By the time of the conqueror Alexander the Great (c. 333 BC), Greek culture had spread throughout the known world, with Athens as the capital of this vast “Hellenistic” empire.


When the Romans arrived (146 BC), they made Athens their regional capital, erecting even greater temples, theaters, and forums. But as the Roman Empire declined, so did Athens. A horrendous barbarian invasion in the third century BC left the city in ashes. And as Christianity became established, many great pagan sanctuaries and schools were closed.


When Rome fell in AD 476, Greece came under the sway of the Byzantine Empire—that is, the eastern half of the empire that didn’t fall. For the next thousand years, Athens was ruled from far-off Constantinople (modern Istanbul). Now Eastern Orthodox, Athens was soon dotted with impressive Orthodox churches filled with glorious mosaics.


In 1453, Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks, and Athens came under the rule of Muslim sultans. The Parthenon became a mosque, Greek Christians assumed a low profile, and the city became a rural backwater. Its population shrank to just 2,000, a cluster of red-tiled homes in the shadow of the Acropolis—today’s Plaka. Athens hit rock bottom.


Then in 1821, Athens’ rebirth began. The Greeks rose up, evicted the Ottomans, and demanded self-rule. They rebuilt Athens in the Neoclassical style, with broad boulevards and a new city center at Syntagma Square.


The city grew even more after World War I, when thousands of refugees poured in, and Athens’ population doubled almost overnight. After World War II, starving Greek peasants from the countryside flooded Athens looking for work. In the last half of the 20th century, Athens’ population exploded from one million to nearly four million.


Authorities scrambled to make the growing city livable. For years, there was lots of ugly urban sprawl and cheap housing. But the 2004 Olympic Games brought major improvements in infrastructure, public transportation, green policies, and an overall beautification program. Today, the city is a major European cultural capital and an attractive tourist destination. More than one in three Greeks proudly call greater Athens home.





This set the tone for buildings like the opulent Hotel Grande Bretagne (to the right as you face Syntagma Square). All over town, you’ll see pastel-colored buildings highlighted in white trim. The rectangular windows, flanked by white Greek half-columns, are fronted by balconies and topped with cornices. Many of the buildings themselves are also framed at the top with cornices. As you continue this walk, you’ll see a few surviving Neoclassical buildings, as well as modern buildings mimicking their geometric symmetry.


Today, the Parliament building is where 300 elected representatives tend to the business of state for the Greek nation. (Or, as more cynical locals would say, tend to the business of setting themselves up for cushy, post-political lives.)


• One of the grandest of Otto’s new streets was the one that spilled directly out the bottom of Syntagma Square. And that’s where we’re headed next—Ermou street.


To get there, cross back to Syntagma Square and head to the bottom of the square, where you’ll find the start of the traffic-free boulevard called...



4 Ermou Street



This pedestrian mall, called Ermou (air-MOO), is the modern city’s main axis. As you stroll, you’ll see a mix of modern and traditional, global and local.


There are lots of international clothing chain stores—some well known in America, others more local, some housed in elegant Neoclassical mansions with ironwork balconies. Talented street performers provide an entertaining soundtrack. All of Athens walks along here: businesspeople enjoying a quick coffee, teenagers cruising the mall, hawkers selling lottery tickets, Orthodox priests stroking their beards. You’ll see old men twirling worry beads and young activists gathering signatures. Street vendors sweep up their illegal wares and scurry off when they see the police. You may even see a few 20th-century relics, like pay telephones.
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Keep an eye out for people selling local snacks—including pretzel-like sesame rings (called koulouri) and roasted ears of corn. At #13 (two blocks down on the left) is Gregory’s, the popular “Greek Starbucks” coffee chain with its distinctive green logo.


As you continue down Ermou street, think of how much Athens has changed in the last two centuries. In 1800, this neighborhood was a run-down village of dirt alleyways. Then streets like Ermou were bulldozed through as part of the city’s revival. But the turbulent 20th century turned the once-chic street into all that was once so terrible about Athens: ugly modern buildings, tacky neon signs, double-parked trucks, and noisy traffic. When Ermou was first pedestrianized in 2000, merchants were upset. Now they love the ambience of this people-friendly shopping zone.




The Eastern Orthodox Church


In the fourth century AD, the Roman Empire split in half, dividing Europe down the middle. Over the centuries, Western Christians gravitated toward the pope in Rome as their spiritual head, while Easterners turned to the patriarch in Constantinople (Istanbul). Each group developed slightly different beliefs and ways of worship. In 1054, the Great Schism between the pope and the patriarch made that division between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy official.


Orthodox Christians—whose name in Greek means “right faith” (orthos dogma)—claim to follow the earliest Christian practices. The church is less hierarchical, so rather than having one all-powerful pope and headquarters (like the Vatican), there are about a dozen regional branches—Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, Serbian Orthodox, and so on. The Greek constitution recognizes Orthodox Christianity as the “prevailing” religion of Greece. The archbishop of Athens is Greece’s “pope.”


Orthodox churches have their own worship rituals. As you enter any Greek Orthodox church, you can join in the standard routine: Drop a coin in the wooden box, pick up a candle, say a prayer, light the candle, and place it in the candelabra or sand-filled container. Make the sign of the cross and kiss the icon.


Rather than a table-like altar, Orthodox churches come with an altar screen (the iconostasis) covered with curtains. A typical iconostasis has four icons, or pictures of saints: Jesus and John the Baptist to the right, Mary and a local saint (or that church’s patron) to the left.


This iconostasis divides the lay community from the priests—the material world from the spiritual one. Following Old Testament Judeo-Christian tradition, the Bible is kept on the altar behind the iconostasis. The spiritual heavy lifting takes place behind the iconostasis, where the priests symbolically turn bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus. Then they open the doors or curtains and serve the Eucharist to their faithful flock—spooning the wine from a chalice while holding a cloth under each chin so as not to drop any on the floor.


The church has few pews. Worshippers stand through the service as a sign of respect (though some older parishioners sit on the seats along the walls). Traditionally, women stand on the left side, men on the right (equal distance from the altar, to represent that all are equal before God).


The Orthodox faith tends to use a Greek cross, with four equal arms (like a plus sign), which focuses on God’s perfection. The longer Latin cross used by Catholics more literally evokes the Crucifixion, emphasizing Jesus’ death and sacrifice. This also extends to the floor plans of church buildings: Many Orthodox churches have Greek-cross floor plans rather than the elongated nave-and-transept designs that are common in Western Europe.


Orthodox icons (golden paintings of saints) are not intended to be lifelike. Packed with intricate symbolism and often cast against a shimmering golden background, they’re meant to remind viewers of the metaphysical nature of Jesus and the saints rather than their physical form. You’ll almost never see statues, which are thought to overemphasize the physical world—and, to Orthodox people, feel a little too close to the forbidden worship of graven images.
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On the underside of the main dome in virtually every Eastern Orthodox church, you’ll see a giant illustration of Christ in a standard pose—as Pantocrator, a Greek word meaning “All Powerful.” The image shows Christ as King of the Universe, facing directly out, with penetrating eyes. Behind his head is a halo divided by a cross—a symbol for the Crucifixion, hinting of the Resurrection and salvation that follow.


Orthodox services generally involve lots of chanting—a dialogue between the priest and the congregation. The church is filled with the evocative aroma of incense, heightening the ambience. While Catholic and Protestant services tend to be more about teaching religious tenets, Orthodox services are about creating a religious experience. Each of these ritual elements does its part to help the worshipper transcend the physical world and enter into communion with the spiritual one.





About a block before the church up ahead, look for the little book wagon carrying on a long tradition (probably on the right). They sell colorful, old-fashioned books, including alphabet books (labeled Aλφabhtapio, alphabetario), which have been reprinted for nostalgic older Greeks. The English word “alphabet” comes from the first two Greek letters (alpha, beta).


• Ermou street leads straight to our next stop—a little brick church stranded in the middle of the road amid all this commercial bustle. You can’t miss it.



PART 2: THE GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH



This part of our walk introduces you to the Orthodox faith of Greece, including stops at three different churches. The first of our churches is one of Athens’ oldest—from medieval times, when Greece was part of the Byzantine Empire (AD 323-1453).



5 Church of Kapnikarea



Built around the year 1000, this is a classic Orthodox church in the Byzantine style. It’s square and topped with a central dome—quite different from Western churches that are long and narrow—with windows of slender columns supporting tall arches. The walls are made of brick and mortar, with large blocks scavenged from earlier buildings incorporated into it.
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Make your way to the entrance. Over the door is a mosaic of Mary and Baby Jesus on a gold background. Though modern, this maintains the traditional rigid style of so many icons.


Inside the Church: If the church is open, step inside. You’re welcome to visit, as long as you’re modestly dressed, keep your voice low, and don’t take photos.


In the narrow entryway, notice the bank of candles, and observe the standard routine. Worshippers light candles, place them in the candelabra, make the sign of the cross, and (traditionally, at least) kiss the icon—you might even see lipstick smudges on the protective glass. The icon gets changed with a different saint according to the church calendar. Also notice the candle-recycling box on the ground behind the candelabra.


Explore deeper into the main part of the church. Find the typical Orthodox features: The nave is basically square and symmetrical, with four equal arms radiating out from the dome. The decoration includes frescoes on the walls, icons here and there, a wooden pulpit, a few hanging lamps, and a handful of chairs (in Greek Orthodox tradition, worshippers stand—women on the left side, men on the right).


The focus of the church is the white-marble partition—the iconostasis. During the service, the priest goes through the iconostasis’ doorway, into the inner sanctum, to prepare the eucharist. Notice the four typical icons: Jesus and John the Baptist to the right of the door, and Mary-and-Babe to the left, along with a local saint.


Now, look up into the central dome. Looking back at you from heaven is Jesus, as Pantocrator (“All Powerful”). He surveys the universe with his penetrating gaze, raises his hand, and gives his blessing.


• From this humble chapel, let’s head to the most important church in the Greek Orthodox world. Walk toward the Acropolis, slightly downhill on Kapnikareas street (to the left as you come down Ermou street). After two blocks turn left on traffic-free Pandrossou street, which leads to the...



6 Cathedral (Mitropolis)



This is the “Greek Vatican”—the home church of the archbishop who presides over the country’s 10 million Orthodox Christians. It’s the city’s cathedral, or (in Greek), its “metropolitan” church. It’s probably flying the blue-and-white Greek flag, because it’s the national church.
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Though the structure is relatively modern (built in 1842), it has many typical Byzantine-style features, like tall windows, horseshoe arches, and a glittering mosaic of the Annunciation.


Inside the Church: You’ll find the same features found in all Orthodox churches but on a grander scale, including candles at the entrance, iconostasis with four icons, Pantocrator in the dome, and so on. Notice the balconies. In past times, this was where women worshipped. But in 1954, Greek women got the vote, and now they worship alongside the men.


On Cathedral Square: Out front stands a statue of a man with a staff, giving a blessing. This is the honored Archbishop Damaskinos (1891-1949), who presided here in the early 20th century. During the Nazi occupation of Greece, he was one of the rare Christian leaders who spoke out on behalf of persecuted Jews. The Nazis threatened to put Damaskinos before a firing squad. The feisty archbishop joked that they should hang him instead, in good Orthodox tradition. After the war, he served as Greece’s caretaker prime minister, helping bring stability to the war-torn country. Athens’ Jewish community erected this statue as a show of thanks.
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The statue depicts many typical Orthodox features. Damaskinos wears the distinctive hat of an Orthodox archbishop—a kind of fez with cloth hanging down the sides. He carries a staff and blesses with his right hand. Look closely at the hand—he’s touching his thumb to his ring finger. This is the traditional Orthodox sign of the cross. The gesture forms the letters of the alphabet that spell out the Greek name of Jesus. Try it yourself. Touch your thumb to the tip of your ring finger. Now, your pinkie forms the letter I; your slightly crossed index and middle fingers are an X; and your thumb and ring finger make a double-C. These four letters—I, C, X, C—are short for...Jesus Christ. Very clever. So, if you were an Orthodox priest, you’d hold your fingers like this and wave your arm three times, tracing the shape of a cross, and chanting “the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”


Notice Damaskinos’ necklace. It’s the double-headed eagle of the Byzantine Empire, when Orthodoxy became the state religion. The two heads demonstrated how the Byzantine emperor ruled both East and West, as well as both the secular and the spiritual worlds. The Byzantine Empire ruled parts of the Eastern Mediterranean for a thousand years, with Athens as one of its premier cities. But then everything changed.


For that, find the statue at the far end of the square—behind Damaskinos to the left, farthest from the cathedral. The statue of a warrior holding a sword is Emperor Constantine XI, the final ruler of that great Byzantine Empire. In 1453, Emperor Constantine was toppled from power and the great city of Constantinople was conquered by the Ottoman Turks. Almost overnight, Muslims controlled Athens, and Orthodox Christians had to lie low for the next four centuries.


• That’s when our next stop came into play in Athens’ long history. Head for the small church along the right side of the cathedral. It’s the...
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7 Church of Agios Eleftherios



When the Ottomans took control, they evicted Athens’ archbishops from their previous cathedral—the Parthenon, which at that time was used as a church. With the Parthenon now a mosque, the archbishop moved here, to this humble church with a venerable history.


Built in the 12th and 13th centuries, it’s dedicated to a popular saint (agios). The little church is still referred to as “the old cathedral,” since it actually was once the cathedral. (If you go inside, you’ll find a mostly bare space with features we’ve seen before: iconostasis, icons, Pantocrator, and so on.)


Check out the facade. The church is a jigsaw puzzle of reused stones scavenged from earlier monuments, some of them extremely old. Over the door, the lintel has crosses, lions, and rosettes. A little higher up is a row of carved panels featuring more crosses, griffins and eagles, sphinxes, eagles eating snakes, and ancient floral designs. These date from the second century AD. They were once part of a calendar of pagan Athenian festivals that stood in the Ancient Agora. Even higher, there’s a frieze from before the time of Christ, depicting toga-clad men in an ancient parade.
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Notice the wide variety of crosses. The Maltese cross has four V-shaped arms. It was popular with Crusaders who passed through here on their way to Jerusalem. The Latin cross has a long base and shorter crossbar, symbolic of the Crucifixion. The one with two crossbars is the Patriarchal Cross, popular with archbishops. The Greek cross has four equal arms, symbolic of God’s perfection.


Circle the church (counterclockwise) to find more ancient stones and symbols, both Christian and pagan. You’ll find more crosses, geometrical patterns, an eagle carrying off a rabbit, a lion chomping on a gazelle, Christ chained to a column, Grecian urns, an anchor cross (symbolizing security), and a couple of robed saints. There are even old tombstones.


This combination of pagan and Christian elements testifies to Athens’ long history, incorporating diverse cultural traditions.


• We’re at ground zero of the Greek Orthodox faith. Let’s check out a few nearby sights that show off the Orthodox church of today.


Make your way directly behind the Church of Agios Eleftherios, where there’s a row of shops. These shops are along a street called...



8 Agia Filotheis Street



This neighborhood is a hive of activity for Orthodox clerics. It’s home to many stores selling all kinds of religious objects. The Orthodox religion comes with its own unique religious paraphernalia, from robes to incense burners, candelabras to icons. Crown Church Supplies (at #5) is a family-run business that’s been tailoring robes for Orthodox priests since 1907.


Turn right and explore more of Agia Filotheis street. Cross Apollonos street and go another 30 yards to #15 Agia Filotheis street, on the left. Explore these stoas (mini malls) with several workshops of local artisans who make religious objects. You may see painters at work creating or restoring icons. Or tailors fashioning bishops’ robes. Or metalworkers creating gold lamps and chalices exquisitely worked in elaborate repoussé design.


In this neighborhood, keep an eye out for Orthodox priests. They dress all in black, wear beards, and don those fez-like hats. While they look like celibate monks, most are husbands and fathers. Married priests are welcome, as long as they marry before becoming priests. They’re generally well-educated pillars of the community, serving as counselors and spiritual guides to the cosmopolitan populace.


A little farther along (on the left) is the cute little Church of Agia Filotheis, named for one of the patron saints of Athens. This garden church is a popular place for weddings. A few steps farther (at #19, on the left) is an impressive marble building with a golden double eagle on the facade and busts of bishops out front. Note the heightened security. This is the official residence of the archbishop of Athens.


• At this point, our walk focuses on...


PART 3: ATHENS’ “OLD TOWN” (THE PLAKA AND ANAFIOTIKA)


This part of our walk explores the atmospheric twisty lanes of old Athens. Before the city grew into a modern metropolis, it consisted of ramshackle homes huddling at the base of Acropolis hill. Here we’ll find some of Athens’ oldest monuments, dating back to ancient times. These days, the neighborhood called the Plaka is both atmospheric and very touristy.
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