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Smart Strategies for European Sightseeing
By Rick Steves

Some people walk into Europe's major museums, churches, palaces,
castles, and ancient sites, gawk for a few minutes, then walk out. But
with a little preparation and know-how, your sightseeing will go much
more smoothly — and take on more significance.

. . . o Museums
With curiosity and imagination,

Europe's art museums become

vehicles for time travel. Europe is a treasure chest of great art and history. For some, visiting the

world's greatest museums is the highlight of a European trip. For others,
"museum" spells "dull." But you don't need to know how a Ferrari
works to enjoy the ride. Paintings are like that. You can just stroll
through a gallery and bask in the color scheme. That said, it doesn't hurt
to keep in mind the following suggestions.

Learn about art and history. In my student days, I had to go to the
great art galleries of Europe because my mom said it would be a crime
not to. Touring places like the National Archaeological Museum in
Athens, I was surrounded by people looking like they were having a
good time — and I was convinced they were faking it. I thought, "How
could anybody enjoy that stuff?" Two years later, after a class in
classical art history, that same museum was a fascinating trip into the world of Pericles and Socrates, all because
of some background knowledge. Pretrip studying makes art and artifacts more fun. When you understand the
context in which things were made, who paid for it and why, what the challenges of the day were, and so on,
paintings and statues become the closest thing Europe has to a time machine.

Good audioguides can turn a
cathedral from merely pretty to
downright enthralling.

Don't miss the masterpieces. A common misconception is that a great museum has only great art. But only a
fraction of a museum's pieces are masterpieces worthy of your time. You can't possibly cover everything — so
don't try. With the help of a tour guide or guidebook, focus on just the top attractions. Most major museums
provide brief pamphlets that recommend a greatest-hits plan. With this selective strategy, you'll appreciate the
highlights while you're fresh. If you have any energy left afterward, you can explore other areas of specific
interest to you. For me, museum going is the hardest work I do in Europe, and I'm rarely good for more than two
or three hours at a time. If you're determined to cover a large museum thoroughly, try tackling it in separate visits
over several days.

Find your favorites. Do some reconnaissance on the museum's website before your visit to line up your targets.
Or, on arrival, look through the museum's collection handbook or postcard rack to make sure you won't miss
anything of importance to you. For instance, I love Salvador Dali's work. One time I thought I was finished with
a museum, but as I browsed through the postcards...Hello, Dali. A museum staffer was happy to show me where
this Dali painting was hiding. I saved myself the disappointment of discovering too late that I'd missed it.

Eavesdrop. If you're especially interested in a particular piece of art, spend a half hour studying it and listening
to each passing tour guide tell his or her story about David or the Mona Lisa. They each do their own research
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and come up with a different angle to share. Much of it is true. There's nothing wrong with this sort of tour
freeloading. Just don't stand in the front and ask a lot of questions.

Churches, Synagogues, and Mosques

European houses of worship offer some amazing art and architecture — not to mention a welcome seat and a
cool respite from the heat. You may be there just to see the Caravaggio over the side altar, but others are there as
worshippers. Be a respectful visitor.

A modest dress code (no bare shoulders or shorts) is encouraged at most churches, and actually enforced at some
larger churches and most mosques. If you are caught by surprise, you can improvise, such as using maps to cover
your shoulders and tying a jacket around your hips to cover your knees. (Throughout the Mediterranean world, I
wear a super-lightweight pair of long pants rather than shorts for my hot and muggy big-city sightseeing.) At
Turkish mosques, women must cover their heads and wear clothing that shields their legs and arms; everyone
needs to remove their shoes.

At active places of worship, visitors may not be allowed inside for one or more time periods throughout the day.
If you are already inside, you may be asked to leave so as not to disturb the congregation. Check your
guidebook's listing to avoid showing up when a place is closed to tourists. But keep in mind that many churches
welcome visiting worshippers. One of my favorite experiences in Great Britain is to attend evensong — a daily
choral service — at a grand cathedral.

Some churches have coin-operated audio boxes that describe the art and history; just set the dial to English,
insert your coins, and listen. Coin boxes near a piece of art illuminate the work (and present a better photo
opportunity). I pop in a coin whenever I can. It improves my experience, is a favor to other visitors trying to
appreciate a great piece of art in the dark, and is a little contribution to that church. Whenever possible, let there
be light.

Castles

Castles send the imagination soaring. Fortresses perch on hilltops from Ireland to Istanbul, and from Sweden to
Spain. Storybook chateaux line the Loire River valley and walled strongholds guard harbors throughout the
Mediterranean.

While some of Europe's castles are fairy-tale wonderful (such as Neuschwanstein in Bavaria), others are
massive, crumbling hulks (Rheinfels on the Rhine). Relatively few castles are furnished; most of their original
fixtures disappeared long ago. Some castles have little more than a ticket booth, while others (like England's
Warwick) host jousting competitions, catapult demonstrations, museums of medieval armor and artifacts, and
well-stocked gift shops. There are even entire towns built in and around medieval castles, such as Carcassonne in
France.

Before visiting a castle, do your research; check to see if tours are offered. If you're visiting a ruined castle, wear
good walking shoes. Bring a small flashlight if there are tunnels; claustrophobes beware. Learn the various parts
of the castle; you'll appreciate your visit more if you can tell the difference between a dungeon and a donjon
(a.k.a. the keep; the main tower that's the refuge of last resort if the castle is attacked).

Europe's castles generally fall into one of two categories: medieval fortresses (built to withstand sieges) and
castle-palaces (residences and luxury chateaux for royalty and nobility).

With the advent of cannons, even the sturdiest medieval castles became obsolete. Many fell into ruin, used as
quarries to build more practical things. You'll enjoy the best concentration of medieval ramparts and dark
dungeons by touring the Rhine in Germany. To see a castle being built today with methods used in the 13th
century, visit Guédelon in France (about two hours south of Paris).
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Later, from the 16th century through the 19th-century Romantic era, the rich and famous built castle-palaces as
residences, culminating in Europe's most opulent palace, Versailles, and its most fanciful, Neuschwanstein (Walt
Disney made the Bavarian fairy-tale castle his trademark, and the rest is history). Whether a medieval bunker or
a Romantic reinvention, these royal abodes make great sightseeing.

Ancient Sites and Ruins

Climbing the Acropolis, communing with the druids at Stonehenge, strolling the Croatian shore in the shadow of
Emperor Diocletian's palace in Split, tracing the intricate carvings on a Viking ship — the remnants of Europe's
distant past bring a special thrill to those of us from the New World.

But the oldest sites are also the most likely to be initially underwhelming, especially if it's been a while since
your last history class. On its own, the Roman Forum is just a cluster of crumbling columns and half-buried
foundations. You've heard about it all your life, you've spent good money to get here, and your first thought upon
entering is..."This is it?"

Ancient sites come to life with your imagination, aided by information. Bring a guidebook that's heavy on
historical background and consider hiring a local guide. Eager local guides tend to cluster outside major ancient
sites like Delos in Greece, and Pompeii and the Colosseum in Italy, but quality varies. I prefer to book a
reputable guide in advance, but if you decide to choose a guide at a sight, first talk to potential candidates for a
bit to make sure you connect.

For some well-known places you can get books that cleverly use overlays to visually mesh the present with the
past. To fire up your imagination before your trip, watch a movie or read a book set in the time and place of any
site you're excited to see. Once you're there, mentally reconstruct arches and repaint facades. Clad your fellow
tourists in togas. Fill a ruined cathedral with the chants of cowled monks while inhaling imaginary incense.

Many major ancient sites (especially in Greece) have both an archaeological site and a nearby museum full of
artifacts unearthed there. You can choose between first visiting the museum (to mentally reconstruct the ruins
before seeing them) or the site (to get the lay of the ancient land before seeing the items found there). In most
cases, I prefer to see the site first, then the museum. But if it's a blistering hot afternoon, tour the air-conditioned
museum first, then hit the ruins in the cool of the early evening. Or, if rain clouds are on the horizon, do the
archaeological site first, then duck into the museum when the rain hits.

Open-Air Folk Museums

Many people travel in search of traditional culture in action. But even while we're booking a ticket into the
romantic past, much of Europe is squarely in the modern world. Often, the easiest way to see "traditional
culture" is by exploring open-air folk museums. True, it's culture on a lazy Susan, with an often cleaned-up
version of an area's preindustrial lifestyle. But these museums can be simultaneously fun and enlightening — a

magic carpet ride through a culture's past. In more and more places they provide your only chance for a close-up
look at the "Old World."

An open-air folk museum collects traditional buildings from every corner of a country or region, then carefully
reassembles them in a park, usually near the capital or a major city. Log cabins, thatched cottages, mills, old
schoolhouses, shops, and farms come complete with original furnishings and usually a local person dressed in
the traditional costume who's happy to answer your questions. In the summer, these museums buzz with colorful
folk dances, live music performances, and craft demonstrations by artisans doing what they can to keep the
cuckoo clock from going the way of the dodo bird. Some of my favorite souvenirs are those I watched being
dyed, woven, or carved by folk-museum artists. To get the most from your visit, start by picking up a list of the
day's special exhibits, events, and activities at the information center, and take advantage of any walking tours.

Folk museums teach traditional lifestyles better than any other kind of museum. As our world hurtles past 300
billion McDonald's hamburgers served, these museums will become even more important. Of course, they're as
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realistic as Santa's Village, but how else will you see the elves?

Be Strategic and Selective

Set up an itinerary that allows you to fit in your must-see sights, but be realistic about what you can accomplish
in a day. As you make your plan, note the specifics of the sights on your list, especially reservation requirements,
closed days, and any evening hours (which can help extend your sightseeing day). Be prepared for changes to
hours or entry procedures; call ahead to confirm details if it seems like the museum's website hasn't been updates
recently.

Rare is the tourist who doesn't become somewhat jaded after several weeks of travel. At the start of my trip, I'll
seek out every great painting and cathedral I can. After two months, I find myself "seeing" cathedrals with a
sweep of my head from the doorway, and I probably wouldn't cross the street for another Rembrandt. Don't burn
out on mediocre castles, palaces, and museums. Sightsee selectively.

When possible, visit major sights in the morning (when your energy is best), and save other activities for the
afternoon. Don't put off visiting a must-see sight; even if you've double-checked hours, places can close
unexpectedly for a strike or restoration.

Once inside a sight, hit the highlights first, then go back to other things if you have the time and stamina. Most

sights stop selling tickets and start shutting down rooms or sections 30 to 60 minutes before closing. Guards
usher people out, so don't save the best for last.
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