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MADRID

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

When I arrived in Madrid more than 15 years ago, I fell in love with the elegance of Retiro park’s velvet lawns, the drama of Plaza Mayor’s jet-black spires printed against darkening skies at sunset and the mystery hidden behind beautifully carved wooden doors. Back then, it was a very different city: the dusty indoor markets were quietly decaying; the most exotic food on offer was Chinese cuisine adapted to Spanish tastes accompanied by a toxically sweet Day-Glo orange sauce; and Malasaña was cool but not gentrified. In one seedy bar a chair comically collapsed under me!

Now, of course, the markets are buzzing destinations and gastronomic options in Michelin-starred restaurants continue to multiply. With luxury hotels opening up one after another, the city is much more sophisticated than it used to be and yet the things that first drew me to Madrid remain the same.
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Puente de Toledo, Río Manzanares | Alex Segre/Shutterstock ©

Felicity Hughes

@themakingofmadrid

Felicity is a freelance journalist and author of the history blog The Making of Madrid.
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My favourite experience is Madrid’s rewilded riverside. I love to take a leisurely bike ride alongside the Manzanares, stopping on the way to admire the different species of birds alighting on its silt-rich islands.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Madrid.
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Madrid’s indoor mercados (markets) are today the most exciting places to eat in the city. They’ve come a long way from being neglected after the emergence of supermarket chains in the 1990s. Today, they’re lively gastronomic labyrinths with cool cantinas and bars serving fantastic, innovative global cuisine. I’d eat at any of these mercados over a Michelin restaurant any day.
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Natalia Diaz

kusinamadrid.com @nataliadi8z

Natalia is a journalist, food blogger and co-founder of the Chefugee project. She works as an editor for a sustainability agency and travels to remote destinations to explore sustainable agriculture initiatives.
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One of my favourite places in Madrid is the Círculo de Bellas Artes (pictured), because it’s so diverse in what it offers. I remember climbing to its rooftop terrace, before it was chic (there was nothing there except the taciturn watchful statues), and seeing Madrid’s cityscape before me for the first time. I’ve since watched heart-grabbing flamenco shows in its theatre, seen classic and obscure art movies in its cinema, drawn at its weekly life-drawing sessions, and witnessed some excellent exhibitions in its halls.
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Vesna Maric

@vesnamarx

Vesna writes travel guides, literary fiction and non-fiction, and essays.





SPAIN’S ART CAPITAL

You could spend a week in Madrid’s galleries and still have more to see. At the apex is the ‘golden triangle of art’, which includes three world-beating museums: the Museo del Prado, Centro de Arte Reina Sofía and Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza. Scattered about the rest of the city is a smorgasbord of offerings in both smaller and larger venues that range from the traditional to the ultra-modern. No matter what you’re craving, this visual feast is guaranteed to satisfy.
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Paseo del Prado | vidalgo/Shutterstock ©

Art Pass

The €32 Paseo del Arte Pass is great if you want to visit all three of Madrid’s iconic museums: the Prado (pictured), Reina Sofía and Thyssen-Bornemisza.
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Arco Festival

Madrid’s Arco festival of contemporary arts takes place between late February and early March. It’s held in IFEMA (pictured) and galleries throughout the city.
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PHotoEspaña

PHotoEspaña is a photography festival held during the summer months in venues including Círculo de Bellas Artes, Real Jardín Botánico and CentroCentro.


BEST ART EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Discover Madrid’s contemporary art scene in 1 Chueca’s delightful collection of small avant-garde galleries.

Uncover the artistic riches hidden inside the 2 Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando.

Be astonished by the varied collection of art, furniture and armoury in 3 Museo Lázaro Galdiano.

Go gallery hopping along the 4 Paseo del Prado, exploring the area’s rich alternative art scene.

Enjoy art in the park by visiting the Reina Sofía annexes – the Palacio de Cristal and Palacio de Velázquez – in 5 El Retiro.








ARCHITECTURAL EVOLUTION

Ever since Felipe II chose Madrid as his capital, the city has had to evolve rapidly and it continues to do so to this day. Still dominating the centre is the grand Plaza Mayor, the linchpin that brings together a dazzling array of different styles, from elegant neoclassical to melty modernist and beyond.

Bird’s-Eye View

To understand the layout of the city, head to the rooftop bars in Círculo de Bellas Artes or Hotel Riu (pictured) at Plaza de España.
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Moorish Architecture

Examples of neo-Mudéjar architecture, a style inspired by Moorish Al-Andalus that incorporates horseshoe arches and square towers, can be spotted all over the city.

[image: jpg]
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Calle Alcalá

This famous Madrid street is lined with grand buildings, including the Círculo de Bellas Artes, Instituto Cervantes and Palacio de Cibeles, all works of architect Antonio Palacios.


BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Discover Chueca’s gems including the haunted 16th-century 1 Casa de las Siete Chimeneas.

Understand how Carlos III reshaped the 2 Paseo del Prado into a Parisian boulevard.

Marvel at the enormous 3 Plaza de Toros bullring, an outstanding example of neo-Mudéjar brickwork.

Admire 4 Salamanca’s modern architecture, taking in brutalist and neo-Byzantine flights of fancy.

Visit the cutting-edge and inclusive 5 Museo ICO, which explores the impact architecture has on humans.








LIVELY MARKETS

Whether you’re on the hunt for an antique frame or an innovative meal, Madrid’s bustling indoor and outdoor markets can’t be beaten. The former have enjoyed something of a renaissance in the past few years, their once dusty stalls now filled with restaurants and bars. Both kinds are noisy, festive and fun.
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El Rastro | Kamira/Shutterstock ©

Last in Line

Nobody queues at a market stall. Instead, ask ¿Quién es el último? (Who is last in line?), keep an eye on that person and you’ll know when it’s your turn.

Mercado de San Miguel

The prettiest of the bunch is a little too popular, so best to admire the beautiful glass and iron building from outside or visit just before closing.


BEST MARKET EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Go bargain-hunting in 1 El Rastro. Madrid’s oldest flea market is held every Sunday.

Escape the touristy crowds at 2 Mercado de los Mostenses, a multicultural market behind Gran Vía.

Make a beeline for 3 La Latina and Lavapiés, the barrio with three of the city’s best markets.

Hop to 4 Mercado de las Ranas, a smaller street market with a low-key artisanal vibe.

Eat and drink your fill at 5 Mercado de Vallehermoso, home to countless bars and restaurants.








TRADITIONAL DISHES

Madrid’s emblematic dishes of callos and cocido a la madrileña are both hearty stews, best eaten in winter in the kind of rustic taverns typical to Calle de la Cava Baja. In spring and summer, deep-fried festival food rules and during this time madrileños love a squid sandwich or churros and chocolate bought from a stall.

[image: jpg]

Chocolatería de San Ginés | Alex Segre/UCG/Universal Images Group/Getty Images ©

Callos

Callos a la madrileña is literally offal (its main ingredient is tripe) though it does contain onions, peppers and blood sausage too.

[image: jpg]
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Cocido

Pork and chickpeas are key ingredients in this Madrid classic (pictured), thought to have its roots in Jewish or North African cuisine.
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Tres Vuelcos

Sometimes cocido is served in tres vuelcos (three turns; pictured): a bowl of noodle soup, a plate of meat and chickpeas, and a bowl of broth to mix as you please.


BEST FOOD EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Have a typical cocido madrileño at 1 Posada del León de Oro down historic Calle de la Cava Baja.

Try the gourmet version of callos and other kinds of offal at the recently Michelin-starred restaurant 2 Saddle Madrid.

Eat like a local and scarf down a bocadillo de calamares (squid sandwich) in 3 Plaza Mayor.

Satisfy your sweet tooth with some churros dipped in a cup of gloopy chocolate at 4 Chocolatería de San Ginés.

Enjoy suckling pig cooked in a wood-fired oven in 5 Restaurante Sobrino de Botín, the world’s oldest restaurant.








UP ALL NIGHT

Madrileños are famous for partying into the wee hours. To stay the course, many eat dinner around 9pm, especially on weekends. However, some prefer to nibble tapas and drink slowly in traditional bars before hitting the swankier cocktail joints. Much later, around 2am, it’s time to go dancing.

[image: jpg]

Plaza de Santa Ana | Alex Segre/Shutterstock ©

Metro

The last metro leaves its first stop around 1.30am and service begins again at 6am. Night buses run from Plaza de Cibeles to most parts of the city.

Generous Pours

Bartenders are extremely generous when it comes to pouring measures of spirits – it’s usually up to you to say ‘when’.


BEST NIGHTLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Party like it’s 1980 and learn about 1 Malasaña’s movida before hitting the district’s gigs.

Go tapeando down 2 Cava Baja the street famous for serving Madrid’s best tapas.

Throw back some strong cocktails while bar-hopping around 3 Chueca.

See the city from a giddy height at the glorious rooftop bars dotted around 4 Huertas.

Stay out all night on a walking tour of 5 Chueca’s best and most outrageous late-night venues.








PUBLIC SPACES & GREEN PLACES

Madrid had few public places where citizens could relax and take the air before Joseph Bonaparte barrelled into town, demolishing religious institutions to make way for some of the city’s best squares. These days, inhabitants of the concrete jungle also enjoy the use of two huge former royal parks that act as the lungs of the city.

Green Oasis

El Retiro Park (pictured) is the best place to cool down in summer, especially first thing in the morning when the sprinklers go off.

[image: jpg]
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Snap Up a Table

To get a coveted outdoor terraza table, turn up 20 minutes before 8pm. As madrileños always arrive slightly late, you just might get the jump on them.

[image: jpg]
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Watch Out

Opportunistic thieves target busy squares, so keep an eye on your phone and bag if you’re having a drink outside.


BEST OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

People-watch in the iconic 1 Plaza Mayor, once the stage for bullfights and trials held by the Inquisition.

Discover the hidden side of 2 El Retiro including the old palace buildings, a former zoo and a garden filled with peacocks.

Bask in the literary atmosphere of 3 Plaza de Santa Ana, home to Madrid’s oldest theatre and Hemingway’s haunts.

Stroll along the Manzanares, a rewilded riverside within a public park beside the 4 Campo del Moro gardens.

Explore the delightful 5 Plaza de Olavide, surrounded by intimate restaurants and bars decidedly off the beaten tourist track.








UNDERSTANDING THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR

The Siege of Madrid during the Spanish Civil War had a huge impact on the city and lasted an agonising two and a half years from 1936 to 1939. While the visible scars were quickly covered up, the damage done to the nation’s psyche still hasn’t been properly dealt with, so approach the subject with tact.

[image: jpg]

Museo Chicote | frederic REGLAIN/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Laying Siege

Franco’s troops camped out in the Casa de Campo (pictured) when laying siege to the city and trenches can still be seen on a hike in the area.
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Reburying Franco

In 2019, Franco’s body was exhumed from the colossal Valley of the Fallen mausoleum outside Madrid and moved to a less exalted location.

[image: jpg]
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Street Names

Many street names with Nationalist associations were changed. Controversially, some, like Avenida del Comandante Franco (named after Franco’s brother), remain.


BEST HISTORY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit the UNED library built within the remains of 1 Escuelas Pías, a religious school attacked by the radical left at the start of the conflict.

Take a 2 walking tour along the frontlines to understand how the city finally fell to Nationalist troops after a long drawn-out battle.

Drink at 3 Museo Chicote, the bar Hemingway and friends would decamp to after filing their copy in the Telefónica building.

Follow in Hemingway’s footsteps around his old drinking haunts in 4 Huertas.

Take a moment at the 5 Monumento a las Víctimas de Mauthausen to contemplate the fate of the Republicans shipped off to German POW camps after the conflict.








WITH KIDS

Children are worshipped to such a degree in Spain that a high chair is called a ‘throne’. Most Madrid restaurants will happily provide a trona for the little ones, and the only major inconvenience you’ll encounter in the city is being constantly stopped by strangers wanting to coo over your child.

Playgrounds

Most playgrounds have cafes right next to them, allowing parents to keep an eye on their children while sipping a café con leche.
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Casa de Campo

Outside the centre in the huge Casa de Campo you’ll find Madrid’s zoo and Parque de Atracciones theme park.

[image: jpg]
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Casa Museo de Ratón Pérez

Spain’s answer to the tooth fairy is a cute little mouse called Ratón Pérez. He lives in a small museum close to Sol.


BEST KIDS’ EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Mess about on the water in 1 El Retiro park, where you can hire a boat and row around the lake.

Eat out at 2 Mercado de San Fernando. Its central food court is perfect for children to roam free.

Explore the riverside park, finishing up at the 3 Madrid Rio beach where kids can cool off in the fountains.

Enjoy an absurdist Mass to the rubber duck at the brightly decorated 4 Iglesia Patólica in Lavapiés.

Marvel at the giant dollhouse filled with animated 19th-century figures at 5 Museo del Romanticismo.








FOR FREE

Still affordable compared to London or Paris, Madrid has lots to offer budget travellers. Though the heavily subsidised public transport is hardly going to make a huge dent in your wallet, the whole central area can easily be explored on foot. Here you’ll find a wide range of options that don’t cost a céntimo.
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Templo de Debod | Juan Francisco Gallego Amador/Shutterstock ©

Free Museums

Most major museums have free admission times. Start queuing early for the Prado’s 6pm to 8pm slot to avoid a long wait in line.

Free Food

Tapas in Madrid aren’t as varied as in southern Spain, but you’ll invariably get a free bowl of crisps with drinks orders and just maybe something better.


BEST FREE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit the Egyptian 1 Templo de Debod around sunset for the best views of the city.

Learn about Madrid’s origins, from ancient through medieval, in the 2 Museo de San Isidro.

Journey through the capital from the 16th century onwards in the 3 Museo de Historia de Madrid.

Take a free walking tour of 4 La Latina, exploring lesser-known streets and surprising plazas.

Stroll along the riverside to 5 Ermita de San Antonio de la Florida to see Goya’s amazing frescoes.








UNDER THE RADAR

Surprising experiences await those willing to explore Madrid’s narrow side streets. This even holds true in the most touristy zones, where it’s possible to buy a box of biscuits from a cloistered nun or watch an artisan handcrafting a guitar. For underground culture, the districts of Lavapiés and Malasaña can’t be beaten. Despite gentrification, they’ve still kept their edge and offer the best in alternative art and music.

[image: jpg]

Lavapiés | Lord_Kuernyus/Getty Images ©

Museo La Neomudéjar

This huge alternative art gallery, tucked away behind Atocha Station in a disused warehouse, puts on cutting-edge shows.
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Plaza de San Idelfonso

This lively nexus (pictured) located slightly off the beaten path unites the traditional and modern sides of Malasaña.
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Cinema

Lavapiés has two arthouse cinemas: Sala Equis and Cine Doré (pictured). Both are in gorgeous old movie theatres and have great bars in the lobby.


BEST UNDER THE RADAR EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Learn about the 1 movida madrileña, the giddy creative scene that followed the death of Franco.

Explore the multicultural cuisine of 2 Lavapiés in restaurants serving up inspiring Asian and African dishes.

Buy some divine biscuits in a secret shop run by the cloistered nuns of 3 Convento del Corpus Cristi.

Watch artisans at work in 4 Real Fábrica de Tapices, one of Europe’s few remaining tapestry factories.

Take a dive down 5 Calle del Pez, the historic quirky street that brings together the best of Malasaña.







Perfect Days

From high art to pop culture, these itineraries offer an interesting mix of classic destinations and up-and-coming sights that will help you get the most from a trip to Madrid.


[image: jpg]

Plaza de España | Andres Garcia Martin/Shutterstock ©


DAY 1

Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

[image: ]Begin your day by sipping a coffee outside on Plaza Mayor, soaking up the historic atmosphere of 17th-century Madrid before heading to Mercado de San Miguel. A feast for the eyes, this is the capital's only remaining glass and ironwork market. Carry on to Plaza de la Villa to take a look at some of the oldest architecture in the city.

Lunch Enjoy Spanish fare in Casa Ciriaco, a traditional tavern with an intriguing history.

Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

[image: ]Spend the afternoon checking out the sumptuous interiors of the Palacio Real or the royal collection in the Galería de las Colecciones Reales before continuing along a pretty pedestrianised walkway leading to Plaza de España. From here, you can catch stunning sunsets at the viewpoint by Templo de Debod.

Dinner Eat out in Malasaña's Mercado de los Mostenses, a multicultural market offering everything from Caspian Sea caviar to Shanghainese specialities.

Malasaña & Conde Duque

[image: ]Head further into Malasaña to experience this alternative neighbourhood’s exciting nightlife, perhaps dipping into a cocktail bar along Calle del Pez, shaking your stuff in a disco bar or checking out a show in Siroco.




DAY 2

Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas

[image: ]Start out in Sol and have your photo taken by the statue of Madrid's emblematic bear and strawberry tree. Just a stone’s throw away is the underrated yet excellent Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando where you can see works by Goya, Rubens and Zurbarán.

Lunch Try fusion cooking at El Triciclo, which places seasonal ingredients at the centre of everything it does. Traditional staples, innovative diversions and international dishes all feature on the menu.

El Retiro & the Art Museums

[image: ]Spend the afternoon at one of the three major art museums lining the Paseo del Prado. While the Prado is the most popular for classical art, the Thyssen-Bornemisza also offers modern art and the Reina Sofia focuses on the latter. Afterwards, relax with a stroll around Madrid’s gorgeous El Retiro park.

Dinner Frida is a cute restaurant on a pretty square serving simple but tasty international food including designer pizzas.

Chueca

[image: ]Have a wild night out in Chueca. The city’s gay district is filled with exciting bars and clubs that stay open very late.




DAY 3

Malasaña & Conde Duque

[image: ]Kick off day three in the neighbourhood hub of Plaza del Dos de Mayo before going on to learn about the square's turbulent history in the Museo de Historia de Madrid.

Lunch Casa Fidel does one of the best menú del día (set lunch) deals in the city.

La Latina & Lavapiés

[image: ]Take the metro to Tirso de Molina, a square at the northern end of Lavapiés. From here, walk past Sala Equis, a cinema that once showed X-rated films but now is strictly indie, down to Plaza de Cascorro. This is the beating heart of El Rastro flea market, so if you come on a Sunday, be prepared for crowds. Head to the Museo de Artes y Tradiciones Populares, where you can see a fine collection of folk clothing. It's housed in a traditional corrala – a building with an inner central courtyard, once typical in Madrid.

Dinner Splash out on a meal at Trèsde, a new Michelin-starred restaurant offering a seasonal Mediterranean menu and wine pairing.

La Latina & Lavapiés

[image: ]Go bar-hopping down Cava Baja. The city’s old transport hub is filled with old-fashioned inns that have retained their character surprisingly well.






WHEN TO GO

An alluring city whatever the season, Madrid really comes to life in balmy May.


Any local will tell you that Madrid’s climate can’t be trusted until after Easter, when changeable weather gives way to long sunny days. This means that the very best time to come is from May to early June when parks burst into bloom and citizens spill out into the streets to enjoy an aperitivo and a chat at a coveted terraza table. As summer arrives you’ll need to cope with the heat, which drives the locals to the coast but doesn’t deter the hoards of visitors. High temperatures can stretch well into September, so those seeking something cooler should aim for early October.

Want a Bargain?

Madrid is cheapest from November to February, though prices do go up in the run-up to Christmas. Those planning a winter visit should be prepared for a frosty reception, as Madrid’s high altitude keeps temperatures as low as those in Northern Europe.
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Calle de Preciados, Sol | Guido Cozzi/Atlantide Phototravel/Getty Images ©


I LIVE HERE

RETIRO PARK THROUGH THE SEASONS

Caridad Melgarejo, Director of Conservation at El Retiro @parque_del_retiro

Spring is marvellous. In the Jardines de Cecilio Rodríguez, the peacocks show off their impressive plumage. The trees which have been dormant over winter explode into life. The light in spring is amazing and we have sensational skies. Autumn is also incredible in terms of temperature, light, colours, and how the trees begin to change again. The park has around 16,000 trees and 163 different species so it’s really beautiful – quite something.




RAINFALL

Though it rains less in Madrid than it used to, sudden deluges are becoming common and poor drainage means the city is not prepared. To avoid a soaking, wait indoors until the storm has passed.




ALTITUDE

Sitting on the Meseta Central plateau, Madrid is on average 657m above sea level and this high altitude means that winters can be quite cold. Runners might also get out of puff before they acclimatise.

Major Festivals


Madrid Orgullo Chueca fills up for one of Europe’s biggest Pride festivals on the weekend following International Pride Day, so book well in advance. [image: ] July

Fiestas de San Isidro Madrid’s patron saint’s day is celebrated with lots of free events around the city. The main action takes place in Plaza Mayor and the Pradera de San Isidro. To join in the fun, don a red carnation and dance a chotis with locals in traditional dress. [image: ] 15 May

Mad Cool Madrid’s biggest rock music festival is also one of its newest, yet it attracts big-name artists like Janelle Monáe, The Smashing Pumpkins and Avril Lavigne. [image: ] July

El Dos de Mayo Madrid celebrates its bloody 1808 uprising against the French with a massive bacchanal that takes place in Plaza del Dos de Mayo. [image: ] 2 May


I LIVE HERE

FIESTAS & TERRAZAS

Manuel García del Moral, author of local history blog @secretosdemadrid

Madrid is beautiful year-round but I have to admit that I especially like spring. During these months, places like El Retiro and Parque del Oeste explode into thousands of colours. The temperature in the city is really pleasant and the streets – especially the outdoor terrazas – come to life. These months also coincide with beautiful events like the Fiestas de San Isidro. These are all great reasons for not missing out on spring in Madrid.



Smaller Festivals


Virgen de la Paloma In summer, crowds of the faithful watch a lone fireman bring down an 80kg painting of the Virgin before taking the icon on a procession through the streets of Lavapiés. [image: ] August

Batalla Naval de Vallecas The citizens of Vallecas district commemorate the Fiestas del Carmen by having a giant water fight in the street. [image: ] July

Reyes The three wise men ride through town in a massive cavalcade on the night before Epiphany, showering children in sweets and glitter. It finishes with fireworks by CentroCentro. [image: ] 5 January

Burial of the Sardine This tongue-in-cheek festival on Ash Wednesday dates from the 18th century, when Carlos III ordered the burial of a consignment of rotten fish by the Manzanares. It starts by the Ermita de San Antonio de la Florida. [image: ] February/March

NORTH–SOUTH DIVIDE

The north of the city is the best area to stay in during summer, as it enjoys cooling breezes coming down from the Sierra de Guadarrama mountains. Of course, lower temperatures mean higher property prices.

Weather through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 11°C
Days of rainfall: 4.9

[image: png]

FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 13°C
Days of rainfall: 4.4

[image: png]

MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 4.5
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APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 6.2

[image: png]

MAY

Avg. daytime max: 24°C
Days of rainfall: 6.6

[image: png]

JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 3.9

[image: png]

JULY

Avg. daytime max: 34°C
Days of rainfall: 1.8

[image: png]

AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 2

[image: png]

SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 3.2

[image: png]

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 21°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: png]

NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 15°C
Days of rainfall: 5.9

[image: png]

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 11°C
Days of rainfall: 5.2




GET PREPARED FOR MADRID

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: jpg]

Alcala de Henares | Photo 12/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Clothes

Warm coat While Madrid is mainly sunny, its high altitude means winters are frosty so a decent coat is essential in the colder months.

Layers Even in autumn and spring, the weather can be extremely changeable, so it’s a good idea to bring layers as a nippy morning often gives way to a balmy afternoon.

Light scarf Colourful light wool and silk scarves are popular in Madrid, especially in late spring and early summer when they can be worn around the shoulders to protect from the cool night air.

Casual clothes Spanish restaurants don’t tend to have dress codes, so don’t worry about jackets even if you do plan to splash out on an upscale meal.

Umbrella Handy to keep off the sun in summer and as a precaution against sudden showers.


Manners

It’s only acceptable for men to remove their tops on the beach, even in summer. While you might just get away with it in a park, it’s frowned upon in more formal gardens like the Real Jardín Botánico.

It’s considered rude to be impatient with waiters, although service can be slow. Ask for the bill with your order if you’re in a rush to get away.




READ

[image: jpg]

Leaving the Atocha Station (Ben Lerner; 2013) This satire about a young American’s stay in Madrid is scathing and hilarious.

[image: jpg]

The Forging of a Rebel (Arturo Barea; 1941) An account of the Siege of Madrid from a working-class perspective.

[image: jpg]

Fortunata and Jacinta (Benito Pérez Galdós; 1887) Spain’s answer to Dickens showcases 19th-century Madrid, warts and all.

[image: jpg]

The Vanishing Man: In Pursuit of Velazquez (Laura Cumming; 2016) This homage to one of Spain’s greatest painters brings to life 17th-century Madrid.




Words

castizo This adjective refers to Madrid's authentic working-class culture. If something's castizo, it's truly Madrilenian.

chiques Somewhat equivalent to 'guys', this is an alternative to chicos. Such gender-neutral language is relatively new in Spain but is being increasingly adopted by young people.

gato Literally means 'cat' but also refers to madrileños able to count their ancestry back to two generations in the city.

Madriz How true madrileños pronounce the word 'Madrid' the 'z' is pronounced 'th' .

majo This local term can be used as an adjective to mean someone's a good sort, or as a noun to refer to a local working-class man. The female equivalent is maja.

porfi A shortening of por favor (please).

tío/tía Literally 'uncle/aunt', but strangers might address you as such. Rather than implying you're old, it's a bit like 'dude'.

¿Cuánto cuesta? 'How much is it?'

¿Dónde está...? 'Where is...?' Useful when looking for the baños (toilets).

¿Puedes ayudarme? 'Please help me.' While South Americans would say ¿Puede ayudarme?, in Spain, informality rules. Formal language is only used to show respect to a customer or an elderly person.

¿Quién es el último? Spanish don't stand in a queue at market stalls and instead work things out by asking 'Who is last?' The last in line will raise their hand; wait for them to be served first.




WATCH

Burn Madrid Burn (Paco León and Anna R Costa; 2018) Ardent Franco supporter Ana poses as a maid to spy on Ava Gardner.

The Ministry of Time (Pablo Olivares and Javier Olivares; 2015–22) Spain’s answer to Doctor Who is a playful romp through Madrid’s history.

Open Your Eyes (Alejandro Amenábar; 1997; pictured) A rich playboy struggles to find love after waking up severely disfigured.

The Day of the Beast (Álex de la Iglesia; 1995) Hilarious tale of a sinning priest's showdown with the devil.

Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! (Pedro Almodóvar; 1989) Gritty vision of Madrid before it got smartened up for tourists.
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LISTEN

Managing Madrid Podcast covering the latest in-depth news on Real Madrid football club with insight into tactics, transfers and lineups.

When in Spain The weekly podcast run by Madrid-based journalist Paul Burge provides honest insights into Spanish culture.

2 (León Benavente; 2016) Indie rock with a garage edge never sounded so good as on this second album.

No es pecado (Alaska y Dinarama; 1986) Includes gay anthem ‘A quién le importa’ played on repeat in Chueca bars.






DINING OUT

Asian influences, the brunch boom, fine dining and the veggie explosion have all revitalised Madrid’s food scene.
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These days, Madrid offers many more culinary options besides its traditional comforting but uncomplicated stews. New communities settling in the city have made a lasting impact on local cuisine. Asian food has been particularly popular and is now increasingly incorporated into imaginative reworkings of Spanish dishes. There’s also been a rapid rise of the brunch, as young madrileños reject the staple tomato and olive oil on toast in favour of more Instagrammable upscale options.

At night, local markets remain the most exciting places to go. Here, small stalls offer local, international and vegetarian dishes, making them great places to go bar-hopping. Big drivers of food trends, they provide ambitious young chefs with small but affordable premises to test out their culinary chops before graduating to the big leagues. As luxury hotels open up one after another, the city is increasingly hungry for new talent. Catering to this moneyed crowd is a dazzling constellation of Michelin-starred restaurants that never fail to surprise.

Traditional to Modern

From tripe stew to deep-fried lamb’s entrails, Madrid’s traditional cuisine is literally offal. A bit like London’s eel pie, these casquería dishes were not exactly appealing to visiting out-of-towners in the past. Nowadays, visitors are more eager to broaden their culinary horizons, opening the door to exciting restaurants such as La Tasquería and Saddle Madrid, which both offer a high-end reimagining of casquería cuisine.

Another stalwart dish getting a reinvention is cocido a la madrileña. This chickpea stew is typically packed with meat. However, pork sausages were probably a later addition to a dish that likely derives from Jewish or North African cuisine. Now, restaurants like Distrito Vegano in Lavapiés offer meat-free versions. This is all part of a general trend towards updating traditional Spanish fare, such as paella and croquettes, to cater to an ethically minded clientele.

Bananas for Brunch

Vegan options like almond butter or avocado on toast have also begun to appear on brunch menus in trendy cafes throughout the city. One of the best is Frutas Prohibidas in Conde Duque, which pulls off the impressive trick of serving an excellent vegan eggs Benedict. This dish really drove the brunch trend, which exploded in the last decade. As the movement gathers speed, more options such as shakshuka or New York rolls are beginning to appear on menus.

Asian Inspiration

Some of the most exciting places to eat in Madrid are its indoor markets. Here you can enjoy a meal perched on a small stool right next to a fresh fruit and veg stall. One of the best among these is Mercado de Antón Martín in Lavapiés, where places like Yokaloka really inspire. However, if you’re looking for a truly sublime experience, dine out at Dabiz Muñoz’ StreetXO, a street-stall-style restaurant in Salamanca that serves Madrid’s best Asian-Spanish fusion food.


FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS

Fiestas de San Isidro The best time of year to try deep-fried gallinejas (lamb’s innards) or entresijos (gizzards) from food trucks. May

Tapapiés At this 10-day tapas festival in Lavapiés, a tapa and small draught beer cost just €3 from participating bars and restaurants. October

Ruta Gastronómica del Año Nuevo Chino During Chinese New Year, visitors pour into Chinatown in Usera to enjoy culinary offerings from its many restaurants. January/February

Ruta del Cocido Madrileño Participating restaurants vie for the title of best cocido (meat-and-chickpea stew). February/March

Madrid Cocktail Week Local bars make a splash celebrating cocktail culture for a week. September/October
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Best Madrid Dishes

COCIDO A LA MADRILEÑA

Chickpea stew containing veg, potatoes and meat.

CALLOS

Rich tripe stew featuring blood sausage, pepper and tomato.

GALLINEJAS

Deep-fried lamb’s or goat’s tripe, commonly served as a sandwich.

BOCADILLO DE CALAMARES

Deep-fried squid sandwich served with a squirt of lemon.

PATATAS BRAVAS

Fried chunks of potato slathered in tomato sauce.

CARRILLERAS IBÉRICAS

Succulent pig’s cheeks in a rich sauce.

HUEVOS ROTOS

Broken eggs are often served over chips.

RABO DE TORO

Bull’s tail slow-cooked in a wine-based sauce.






BAR OPEN

From the humble caña (small draught beer) in a local tavern to upscale gin and tonics in a fashionable speakeasy, Madrid’s bars always deliver an unforgettable night out.
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Nightlife in this city never disappoints. In fact, it often exceeds expectations, offering older revellers the opportunity to have just as much fun as their younger counterparts. From disco bars to bigger clubs, venues cater to a wide range of clientele. Before partygoers peel off in different directions, the night generally starts in a friendly local bar where people from all walks of life rub shoulders to enjoy a frothy caña, a bowl of crisps (potato chips) and a good laugh.

From here, the scene gets more diverse and drinks prices tend to rise. Whether you are looking for a specialist wine bar serving local varieties, a craft beer joint or the perfect cocktail, you’ll have plenty of options to choose from. While a wild night is pretty much guaranteed, to properly party like a Spaniard, remember to savour your drink slowly rather than gulp it down – thus extending the fun and saving you a great deal of agony the morning after.

The Friendly Neighbourhood Bar

Most nights out in Madrid begin with tapas and drinks in a welcoming, no-frills bar. These brightly lit places tend to serve as a neighbourhood hub, so you’ll find customers of all ages enjoying a night out here. To pace themselves, people usually start with a caña. The act of pouring one of these has been elevated to an art form in Madrid. Bartenders pride themselves on serving the frothiest beers possible, so complaints about excessive foam will not go down well. The most common free tapa is a bowl of crisps, and you can usually judge the standard of a bar by the quality of these.

Bar de Copas

Later in the evening many move on to a bar de copas, where the lights are dimmed and stronger drinks are served. Like any big city, Madrid has an elite squad of mixologists eager to please the most demanding of clientele. You’ll also notice that most places offer an impressive selection of gins – the gin and tonic boom is still going strong in the capital and premium Spanish labels like Nordés, made from  albariño wine, are as popular as Tanqueray and Beefeater.

The very best place to slowly sip your cocktail is at one of the many rooftop bars. You often have to pay an entry fee along with the hefty price of your drink – worth it if you’re after the perfect sunset experience.

The Disco Bar

While clubs don’t get going till well after midnight, there are many disco bars with DJs playing music to eager crowds. These lively joints have remained extremely popular since the pandemic, when they were able to bypass rules against dancing that forced clubs to close. Their dance floors are small but fun and are a great option for revellers who don’t fancy the bigger clubs.
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NEED TO KNOW

Opening hours

Bars can be split roughly into two categories: those that serve food and those that don’t. The first type tend to be open all day and close at midnight, while bars de copas tend to open in the afternoon or early evening and close much later, around 2am or 3am. The latter also have a more relaxed, intimate vibe. Meanwhile, clubs don’t really get going until around 1am to 2am and close around 5am.

Prices

The cost of a glass of wine tends to hover between €3 and €4. A caña is €2.50, while a bottle of beer will set you back between €3 and €3.50. Strong drinks are pricier and start from around €6. Club prices are generally much more expensive.
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Lonely Planet’s Top Places to Party

JOSÉALFREDO

Low-key vibes at a cosy speakeasy behind Gran Vía.

LA VENENCIA

Sherry bar that has remained unchanged since the 1930s.

TONI 2 PIANO BAR

Sing along to old tunes played by a pianist.

SALA BARCO

Malasaña club specialising in indie and electro.

TABERNA ANTONIO SÁNCHEZ

Iconic tavern once famous for its intellectual salons>

CAFE MADRID

Cocktails served with a dash of showmanship.

WHY NOT?

Where the wild things go to play.

VINICOLA MENTRIDANA

Elegant time-worn bar serving vermouth on tap.






SHOWTIME

Madrid is packed with theatres and concert halls that provide a non-stop stream of entertainment to a discerning populace.
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Like any capital city, Madrid offers a diverse array of entertainment options that cater to all tastes, with shows performed in venues both big and small. So even if you don’t speak Spanish, there should be something on offer to tickle your fancy.

Most tourists come for the flamenco, as the capital is a big draw for exceptional talent. But if you’re looking for homegrown music, don’t overlook zarzuela. This form of entertainment flourished in the late 19th century, blending spoken dialogue and songs in works often dealing with life in the city.

Opera, too, is excellent and the world-class Teatro Real should be on the agenda of anyone wanting to get dolled up for a spectacular night out. Beyond the classical realm, Madrid also has a great jazz scene with famous venues that attract artists at the top of their game.

Flamenco

Madrid is the place all artists gravitate to after honing their skills in the flamenco heartland of Andalucía. Here, new talent and established greats stomp the boards of institutions like Tablao Flamenco 1911, performing to rapturous crowds of Spanish aficionados and foreign tourists. Don’t worry if you don’t understand the lyrics, as it’s all about emotion. Still deeply connected to flamenco’s Roma roots, heartfelt performances tend to be filled with anguish and defiance. The proper way to show your appreciation at the end of such soul-bearing is to get to your feet and shout out an equally impassioned olé!

Jazz

The jazz scene is thriving in Madrid, especially in famous joints like Café Central, Café Berlín and Café El Despertar.

While there’s always a concert to see, in November the whole city hops to a bebop beat – it’s when the Jazz Madrid international festival gets underway, bringing together a vast assembly of different artists. Whether they’re searching for the new sound or embellishing older classics, it’s an exciting time for fans of the genre. Don’t miss the Jazz Con Sabor a Club series organised by Madrid en Vivo. These concerts bring together the cream of established Spanish and international stars.
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Opera & Zarzuela

Madrid’s Teatro Real attracts stars of the finest pedigree to perform classic and cutting-edge opera. Occasionally, the programme will also feature a recital of a zarzuela. This homegrown form of lyrical theatre combines songs with drama. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, composers wrote works to entertain citizens living in humbler barrios like Lavapiés, and many deal with the culture and politics of the day. The best place to see a full production with English subtitles is the Teatro de la Zarzuela, a venue that’s considerably cheaper than the Teatro Real.


Best Flamenco & Jazz Venues

CORRAL DE LA MORERÍA

Rated as much for its excellent food as for its programme of top artists.

CARDAMOMO

This theatre near Plaza Mayor attracts top-notch flamenco artists.

TABLAO FLAMENCO 1911

Back in the day, this historic club was frequented by American actor Ava Gardner.

TEATRO REAL

Catch Spain’s top flamenco artists in Madrid’s historic opera house.

TABERNA ALHAMBRA

Late at night, there are fine flamenco tunes at this old taberna in Sol.

CAFÉ CENTRAL

Art deco bar considered to be one of the world’s best jazz clubs.

CAFÉ BERLÍN

This classic venue hosts exciting late-night jazz gigs in an intimate space.

CAFÉ EL DESPERTAR

An off-the-beaten-track jazz venue with a historic feel and quirky lineup.




	
ENTERTAINMENT BY NEIGHBOURHOOD


	Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

	Home to a state-of-the-art opera house that also hosts ballet, classical concerts and flamenco – options for the latter also abound around the Plaza Mayor.


	La Latina & Lavapiés

	Lavapiés has the city’s two best arthouse cinemas, Cine Doré and Sala Equis. Madrid’s best flamenco joint, Corral de la Morería, is in La Latina.


	Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas

	Great for jazz bars including Café Central. There’s also the city’s oldest flamenco venue, Tablao Flamenco 1911, and the Teatro de la Zarzuela for musical theatre.


	Malasaña & Conde Duque

	Madrid’s best barrio for live alternative, rock and electro music, with a range of great venues. Siroco often hosts big-name acts.


	Chueca

	Drag shows are a staple in Madrid’s gay district. El Búho Real is great for acoustic gigs, while Libertad 8 attracts poets and storytellers.







SHOP

Navigate a discerning path through Madrid’s shops and markets, from artisanal souvenirs to luxury Spanish brands.
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When you’re out looking for a souvenir of your stay in the city, it’s easy to succumb to a severe case of decision paralysis and simply shut down. It doesn’t help that you’re often bombarded with a bewildering assortment of overpriced trinkets in the more touristy areas. To avoid settling for an ugly fridge magnet or an inauthentic flamenco outfit made in China, you might even wind up disappointing relatives and forgo making any purchase at all.

If you’re experiencing one of these vertiginous moments, it helps to take a breath and remember that in Madrid you often simply need to dive down a side street to discover artisanal shops or quirky boutiques. Whether you’re after a bold item from a modern designer, a piece of ceramic art or traditional violet sweets, you’re guaranteed to bring back a unique souvenir that will raise a smile.

100% Madrileño

Looking for an item that is 100% Madrid? Your best bet is a pretty box of violet sweets. Tins of light purple violetas made in the shape of flowers first became popular at the end of the 19th century and can still be bought in shops around the city. Another treat that’s exclusively from the capital is a liqueur made from the fruit of the madroño, the strawberry tree that appears in Madrid’s heraldry. You can try it served in a chocolate cup at El Madroño, a bar that also sells souvenir bottles.

Artisanal Gifts & Antiques

The area around Plaza Mayor is great for traditional artisanal gifts, like espadrilles made from esparto rope at Casa Hernanz or snazzy hats at Casa Yustas. For hand-painted fans, peineta combs and embroidered Manila shawls, Casa de Diego in Sol is your best bet – though be warned, the staff of this institution are renowned for their rudeness.

A friendlier, more personal touch is almost guaranteed in the small boutiques around Huertas and Chueca. These little designer shops tend to offer a modern take on ceramics. On the first and third Saturdays of the month, hop to the artisanal Mercado de las Ranas (frog market) in Huertas.

Madrid’s best outdoor market is indisputably El Rastro on a Sunday. You can buy pretty much anything here as long as you manage to hold onto your belongings – pickpockets are known to work the busy crowds. It’s an excellent place to get your mitts on interesting antique items such as a Franco-era postcard or a pocket watch.

Swanky Shopping

Serious shoppers should head uptown to Salamanca, Madrid’s luxury shopping destination. Most of the big-name brands are located on and around the glitzy Calle de Serrano. This includes Spanish names like Balenciaga, Bimba y Lola, Casa Loewe and Bimani.


	SHOPPING BY NEIGHBOURHOOD


	Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

	Packed with historic shops and a great place to pick up an artisanal souvenir.


	La Latina & Lavapiés

	On a Sunday, the Rastro flea market takes over Ribera de Curtidores, a quiet street dedicated to antiques during the rest of the week. Lavapiés is great for international shops.


	Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas

	Bookshops and cute boutiques abound in Huertas, Madrid’s literary district.


	Barrio Salamanca

	Seriously upmarket, the best place to shop for high-end luxury brands.


	Malasaña & Conde Duque

	The alternative Malasaña district is filled with vintage clothing shops and designer boutiques.


	Chueca

	Shops catering to Madrid’s gay population mixed with quirky emporiums.


	Chamberí & Northern Madrid

	Where ordinary madrileños go to shop.





Best Independent Shops

ANTIGUA CASA TALAVERA

Artisanal tiles and plates from around Spain.

REAL FÁBRICA

Brings together handcrafted objects and local food products.

TORRONS VICENS

Specialises in traditional and modern turrón (nougat) bars.

DESIGNER EXCHANGE

Luxury secondhand bags and accessories in Salamanca.

HELENA ROHNER

Watch artisans at work at this internationally renowned jeweller.

ANDRES GALLARDO

Fine ceramic pendants, earrings, necklaces and brooches.

CHOPPER MONSTER

Rockabilly’s dream packed with 1950s fashions and vintage vinyl.

EL MODERNO

Unique designer items that make a bold statement.






TRIP PLANNER

MADRID BY BICYCLE

Despite a lack of bike lanes in the city centre, Madrid’s rewilded riverside is connected to some excellent cycling routes. Starting outside the Casa de Campo park, you can either take a 65km spin around the entire city on the circular Anillo Verde or head for the countryside.
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Riverside

The pedestrianised Manzanares River area is popular with cyclists, rollerbladers, skaters and walkers. Though the wide paths along the rewilded river are delightful, there’s no official cycle lane, which means it’s a bit of a free-for-all. The official speed limit is a sluggish 10km per hour and police do hand out fines for breaking this rule, though these tend to go to more reckless riders.

If you’re happy trundling along slowly, there are some lovely spots along the water. Riding southeast from Casa de Campo takes you through the riverside park past two historic bridges to the Matadero Madrid arts centre. Further on, you’ll get to the Parque Lineal Manazanares. From a viewpoint here you can see Madrid spread out before you.

Anillo Verde

The Anillo Verde (green ring) circular bike path runs through many of Madrid’s parks starting with Casa de Campo, a huge green space that’s great for cycling around. The route goes past Madrid’s theme park and zoo, making it a great choice for parents.

The landscape is mainly urban, though there are some lovely natural sections along the way including an urban forest and the gorgeous Parque El Capricho. As these lanes are properly marked, you can go faster – the speed limit is 20km per hour.


BIKE RENTAL

In the City

Take advantage of the city’s excellent e-bike rental service if you’re staying within the city centre. Download the BiciMAD app to rent and find out where the nearest bike stand is.

Day Trips

Be aware that you can’t use BiciMAD bikes outside the city limits, so if you plan to go further, private rental is your best bet. Mi Bike Río (mibikerio.com), located near Casa de Campo, offers reasonable day-trip rentals.

Longer Trips

For lengthy trips out of town, check out Bike Madrid (madrid.bikespain.com) at Plaza de la Villa. This company also organises rides to El Escorial, Toledo, Aranjuez and Chinchón, making it a good bet if you’re keen to explore further afield.



Out of Town

Following the Río Manzanares from Casa de Campo in a northwesterly direction, you can cycle out to Palacio Real de El Pardo, a former palace that was once the official residence of Francisco Franco. The 12km journey becomes a little harder to navigate once the Anillo Verde breaks away from the river. However, it’s a great day trip. A visit to the palace costs under €10 and can be booked on the Patrimonio Nacional website. Bring a packed lunch as dining options are limited.

If you’re feeling even more adventurous, head southeast and keep following the Manzanares out of town. From here, you can take cycle lanes to a hill called Cerro de los Ángeles or the suburban village of San Martín de la Vega.
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LONG-DISTANCE PILGRIMAGES

• If you’d like a longer ride, one option is to tackle the Camino de Santiago from Madrid by bike. The 749km ride takes about two weeks one way. Bear in mind that the first stages pass through the Sierra de Guadarrama mountains, so this is one for experienced cyclists. Rent & Roll Madrid hires out trekking bikes and all the kit you’d need for such a long journey.

• Be aware that transporting bikes is a big headache in Spain. On long-distance trains, you have to dismantle the bike and take it in a bag, so opt to get it picked up and returned by van, as even the buffest of athletes will struggle to make it back to Madrid in two weeks.

• A less hilly and shorter option is the Camino de Uclés, a 120km trip to the medieval Monasterio de Uclés. Partly following a disused railway line, this pretty extension of the Camino de Santiago passes through some interesting sites related to the Battle of Jarama and some Neolithic caves near the village of Perales de Tajuña.

• On the way back, you can swing further south to take in wine country around the village of Chinchón and the old palace of Aranjuez, though this does mean riding on country roads.






MADRID

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by neighbourhood. Neighbourhoods are delineated by a specific local character or identity, where you’ll find unique specific experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations.



Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

La Latina & Lavapiés

Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas

El Retiro & the Art Museums

Barrio Salamanca

Malasaña & Conde Duque

Chueca

Chamberí & Northern Madrid

Day Trips from Madrid

Where to Stay
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NEIGHBORHOODS AT A GLANCE

Find the neighbourhoods that tick all your boxes.
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Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

THE HISTORICAL HEART OF THE CITY
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Soak up the atmosphere of historic Plaza Mayor, before exploring winding medieval streets that lead up to the dazzling grandeur of the royal palace and the remains of the city’s distant past.
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New arrivals to Madrid naturally gravitate towards the Plaza Mayor, a grand square that once sat at the centre of city life. While Sol is now the capital’s central hub, this leaves the atmosphere of the 17th-century square largely intact, making it the perfect place to get an idea of how the city looked under Spain’s Habsburg monarchy. To enjoy the scenery, order a drink from an outdoor cafe, sit back and admire the ochre facades of the elegant buildings that look down on a huge arena that once hosted bullfights, executions and trials of faith.

The square is surrounded by narrow streets, many maintaining their original medieval shape and often with interesting names to match. Calle de Botoneras, for example, housed the button makers – an illustration of the area’s former guild culture. Though the winding streets can be hard to navigate, two straight roads cut through this neighbourhood and both lead to the Palacio Real where the influence of the succeeding Bourbon dynasty is keenly felt. A vast baroque Christmas cake of a building, the royal palace was built to resemble Versailles where Felipe V, the first Bourbon king, was born. For those with an appetite for unrestrained splendour, it’s a must-see, as is the newly built Galería de las Colecciones Reales, which houses a collection of paintings and tapestries as well as a section of Mohamed I’s 9th-century medieval wall.

Another fragment of this original wall can be seen beside the Almudena cathedral in a small garden that pays tribute to Madrid’s long-forgotten Muslim past. From the viewpoint on the other side of the cathedral, you can see the Sierra de Guadarrama and imagine a distant time when Mayrit, as the city was then known, was a fortified settlement, part of a line of defense against Christian invaders.
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DON’T MISS…

PLAZA MAYOR

Grand pedestrianised square at the heart of Habsburg Madrid.

PALACIO REAL

Opulence abounds in this late-baroque palace built for the Bourbon dynasty.

GALERíA DE LAS COLECCIONES REALES

Royal collection displayed in a building that literally drops off a cliff. 

TEMPLO DE DEBOD

This Egyptian temple offers stunning views at sunset. 

ERMITA DE SAN ANTONIO DE LA FLORIDA

Goya’s stunning frescoes decorate this riverside hermitage.

TEATRO REAL

The ingenious interiors of this cleverly built opera house are worth discovering. 

CONVENTO DE LAS DESCALZAS REALES

Treasures abound in this 16th-century palace turned convent. 

MERCADO DE SAN MIGUEL

Lively market housed in a beautiful cast-iron and glass building. 
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Convento de las Descalzas Reales

2Teatro Real

SIGHTS

3Convento de la Encarnación

4Iglesia de San Nicolás de los Servitas

5Plaza de Ramales

6Plazuela de Santiago

7Statue of Felipe IV

8Teatro Joy Eslava

9Torre de los Huesos

SLEEPING

10Aspasios Calle Mayor Apartments

11Hotel Francisco 1

12Hotel JC Rooms Santo Domingo

13Hotel Meninas

EATING

14Casa Ciriaco

15Chocolatería de San Ginés

16El Chulo de Madrid

17El miniBAR

18El Pato Mudo

19Es Vietnam

20Gloria Bendita

21Kuraya

22La Esquinita

23La Paradita Tapas Bar

24Refra Restaurant

25Restaurante Dadam

26Restaurante Mareas Vivas

27Restaurante Vegetariano

28Sanissimo Opera Vegan

29Taberna del Alabardero

30Taberna La Bola

31Wok to Walk Sol

32Yerbabuena

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

33Café del Real

34Cafe Madrid

35El Café de la Ópera

36La Coquette Blues Bar

37Peor para el Sol

38Wanderlust Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

39Café Berlín

● Teatro Real (see 2)

SHOPPING

40Antigua Casa Talavera

41Torrons Vicens





TOP EXPERIENCE
Plaza Mayor

Plaza Mayor sits at the heart of what locals call ‘Madrid de los Austrias’, a phrase that refers to the period of Habsburg rule. From 1517 to 1700, this was the commercial and cultural heart of the city. It still retains its original character with historic shops located under stone arcades and a lively market at Christmas time.
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History of the Square

Madrid was a surprise choice when Felipe II chose to settle the court here permanently in 1561. What had been a small town would now become a city at the centre of the Spanish empire. The new capital desperately needed a grand public space to reflect this. Work quickly began to clear a space on an uneven marshy slope outside Madrid’s old medieval walls, but it wasn’t until Felipe III came to power that the buildings surrounding the square went up under head architect Juan Gómez de Mora.

Five floors up with 377 balconies, the handsome plaza was completed in 1619. Its spiked Flemish roofs and plain ochre walls reflected the rather dour aesthetic of the Habsburg dynasty. Despite a regime change when the Bourbons took over in 1700, it has retained the same look. Three major fires have ravaged the buildings; the last in 1790 spared the Casa de la Panadería but destroyed three-quarters of the space. Juan de Villanueva’s reconstruction remained faithful to the original design, only reducing the number of floors to three.


DON’T MISS

Sunday stamp market

Takeout calamari sandwiches

Fiestas de San Isidro

Hidden balcony by Calle de Botoneras

People-watching




Room with a View

The Casa de la Panadería sits on the north side of the square. Because it gave the best views, its 1st-floor balcony was reserved for the exclusive use of the royal family. The square was a venue for events including religious festivals, plays, trials of faith run by the Inquisition, executions and bullfights. If you owned a flat with a good view, the nobility reserved the right to take over your balcony. Check out the frescoes adorning the Casa de la Panadería. Completed in 1992 by Carlos Franco, they show figures from antiquity along with Madrid’s emblematic bear and strawberry tree.


STATUE OF FELIPE III

This equestrian statue suffered a terrorist attack during the Second Republic. Explosives thrown into the horse’s mouth toppled the statue and sent feathers floating out over the square. As tiny bird skeletons were discovered inside the horse’s belly, its mouth was sealed to prevent further avian deaths when Felipe was returned to his plinth.



A Bloody Past

Autos-da-fé, or trials of faith, drew in quite a crowd. Heretics accused of practising Islam or Judaism in secret wore clothes embroidered with flames signifying they were destined to be burnt alive outside the city gates. Most repented and got off with a fine or a prison sentence. Francisco Rizzi’s huge painting of an auto-da-fé held in 1680 hangs in the Prado. Public executions were also a big draw. Even in death, class divisions were strictly drawn. Protocol demanded that upper-class criminals had their throats slit while the working man died by the garrotte.


TOP TIPS

• Madrid’s tourist office is on the ground floor of the Casa de la Panadería. Pop in to get a map of the city.

• While it’s fun to people-watch on outdoor seating at one of the square’s many terrazas, you pay more for the location.

• The metal castings at the bottom of lampposts depict scenes from the square’s unsavoury history including executions by garrotte, bullfights and autos-da-fé.

• On Sunday mornings, stalls around the perimeter offer old coins, banknotes and stamps.

• Head to the Calle de Botoneras and join the queue for delicious calamari sandwiches.



Present-Day Festivities

Autos-da-fé and public executions are now a distant memory, and while bullfights do take place in Madrid at the Las Ventas bullring. However, the Plaza Mayor is still a major venue for festivities, and none is as important as the Fiestas de San Isidro held in mid-May. The history of this festival goes back to the inauguration of the square on 15 May 1620 with a ceremony celebrating the beatification of Madrid’s patron saint, Isidro. While the occasion has lost a lot of its religious flavour, attending a concert here is a great way to get a feel for the huge impact this impressive arena must have had on Madrid’s citizens.
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TOP EXPERIENCE
Palacio Real

A testament to the enormous wealth of Spain’s royal family, the Palacio Real is one of the largest palaces in Europe. While only a fraction of its 3418 rooms are open to the public, it’s more than enough to satisfy those with a taste for opulent excess.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Rising from the Flames

On Christmas Eve 1734, a huge fire broke out in Madrid’s royal alcázar. Raging for a total of four days, the blaze destroyed the Muslim-era fortress turned palace. While a few treasures – such as Velázquez’ Las meninas – were saved, many artworks from the Habsburg collection went up in flames.

For Spain’s new Bourbon ruler, this was an exciting opportunity to sear his mark on Madrid’s skyline. Felipe V commissioned a lavish building modelled after Versailles from Italian architect Juan Bautista Sachetti. This new ‘eternal’ palace of stone and marble would stand the test of time and rival others in Europe in both scale and opulence.

Of course, building a palace takes time, so Felipe V did not live long enough to see the completion of the project in 1764. Neither did his heir, Fernando VI, who died aged only 45, leaving the throne to his half-brother Carlos III. It’s no surprise that Carlos, the son of Isabella Farnese and the former ruler of Naples, chose another Italian architect – this time Francesco Sabatini – to complete this impressive baroque confection. The only part a Spanish architect had a hand in was the lavish Capilla Real, the chapel with decorative touches from Ventura Rodríguez.


DON’T MISS

Armoury

Gasparini Room

Capilla Real

Statue of Felipe IV

Campo del Moro

Throne Room

Smoking Room



The Lavish Tastes of a Prudent King

The influence of Carlos III can be felt throughout the palace, as he was the first king to begin the mammoth task of decorating its 3418 rooms. Despite the scale of this job, he decided that no one space should resemble another. Like his French-born father, he wanted to mimic the feel of Versailles and this is especially evident in the Gasparini Room, with its swirling embroidered silk walls and mosaic marble floors. This dizzying extravagance continues in the Porcelain Room, which features fanciful pieces produced in Retiro park’s now-defunct porcelain factory established by the king himself – one of many innovations he introduced to a country that had fallen behind in the race to modernise.

Carlos III is well remembered by locals who affectionately call him ‘the best mayor of Madrid’, and his astute reign is most easily understood in the antechamber of his lavish Throne Room, which is decorated with tapestries depicting happy peasants in pastoral scenes – art that gave those waiting to petition the king the impression the ruler nursed a great affection for the common man.


MIRADOR DE LA CORNISA

Right between the cathedral and the palace, this viewpoint looks out across some spectacular scenery. Here you can take in the Sierra de Guadarrama, a natural defence that kept Christians at bay during the time of Al-Andalus and detained Franco’s Nationalist forces during the Siege of Madrid.



The End of an Era

The last king to reside in the palace was Alfonso XIII. Unpopular for supporting the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera, this monarch sloped off under his own steam after the Second Republic was declared in 1931. This is not the only reason why Alfonso is infamous. After very publicly getting the flu, he was the reason the 1918 pandemic was incorrectly named ‘the Spanish flu’. He was also notorious for being a bit of a playboy and for commissioning dozens of pornographic films from a company in Barcelona, a hobby that will not be mentioned if you visit the Band Room, formally his private cinema. Also worth taking a peek at is his wonderfully kitsch faux-Oriental Smoking Room.

Towards the end of the visit, before you enter the Throne Room, you’ll get a glimpse of Alfonso himself in a full-length painting that stands beside that of his long-suffering wife Victoria Eugenia, the granddaughter of Queen Victoria.


TOP TIPS

• Make a day of it and buy a combined ticket (€24) to the Galería de las Colecciones Reales.

• Pick up an audio guide as there is very little information in the rooms.

• The palace is still regularly used for state functions, so check it’s open before a visit.

• Watch the changing of the guard at the Puerta del Príncipe (Calle de Bailén) from 11am to 2pm on a Wednesday or Saturday. In the summer it starts at 10am due to the heat.

• Take a break in the Jardines de Sabatini beside the palace.


Present Arms

The Armoury sits at the far right-hand side of the courtyard as you leave the palace. It’s a must-see, so make sure you allot some time to take in this fabulous collection of late medieval and early modern armour. Running up to the late 17th century, it’s here that you can finally get a feel for Habsburg rule. Carlos I of Spain – Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Lord of the Netherlands, Archduke of Austria and holder of countless other titles – casts a huge shadow over the impressive collection. This king saw a fair amount of action and had the kit to prove it, even down to a cute armoured suit custom-made for his beloved hunting dog.

While Carlos’ descendants weren’t quite so keen to engage in real-life combat, they were fitted out in armour from childhood and you can see diminutive suits downstairs alongside crossbows and early shotguns used for hunting.

There’s an enormous amount on display here and it can be overwhelming, but it’s worth looking out for a sword dating from the time of El Cid, a Nazari dagger thought to have been captured after the Siege of Granada in 1492, the spiked gauntlets of Fernando de Aragón and a 16th-century samurai suit.


CAMPO DEL MORO

The gardens beneath the palace are a pleasant spot, complete with fountains, flower displays and strutting peacocks. However, it takes 20 minutes on foot to access the entrance. If you get a combined ticket to the Galería de las Colecciones Reales, you can enter directly from the bottom floor of the gallery.



A Statuesque Mystery

Look closely at the roof of the Palacio Real from the Plaza de Oriente. Ranged along the top are various pedestals, holding statues of past kings. However, you’ll notice something odd about this arrangement as most of the pedestals are empty. Instead, you can find some of the kings ranged about the gardens almost as if they got a bad case of vertigo and decided to decamp en masse. In fact, Carlos III ordered the immediate removal of the 108 statues from the roof.

Local legend has it that his mother, Isabella Farnese, had a dream in which Madrid was rocked by an earthquake and she was crushed beneath a falling statue. However, it’s more likely they were removed for another reason – possibly because their combined weight was simply too much for the structure to bear. Whatever the reason, they languished in the royal basement until the late 19th century before being dusted off during the reign of Isabella II and sent off to grace public spaces all over Spain. Some went to the Plaza de Oriente and Retiro park. In 1973, a few were returned to the roof, which happily didn’t collapse.
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THE ROYAL PALACE IN NUMBERS

At 135,000 sq metres, Madrid’s royal palace is the largest in Europe, but the mind-boggling figures don’t stop there. The palace houses a huge collection of 2200 tapestries, some of which came from the Real Fábrica de Tapices established by the Bourbons. Also ornamenting the vast space are 600 clocks which have to be constantly wound by custodians.



Statue of Felipe IV

Right in front of the palace stands a magnificent equestrian statue of Felipe IV. Based on a painting by Velázquez, which shows the king’s steed rearing up on its hind legs, this dashing pose was difficult to replicate in bronze. The problem of how to prevent this top-heavy work from falling was solved by Galileo Galilei who worked out exactly how much of the horse’s legs should be filled in with bronze to keep the thing upright. Cast in Florence, it was brought to Madrid in 1640. But the king was still unhappy as he felt the head didn’t do him justice. A new one had to be made to satisfy the Felipe’s vanity. If you visit the Prado, you can see Velázquez’ portrait of court sculptor Juan Martínez Montañés working on this very head.
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TOP EXPERIENCE
Galería de las Colecciones Reales

Opened in 2023, this museum brings together the best pieces from the Spanish royal family’s enormous collection of treasures. It’s an excellent overview of the history of Spain’s monarchy via the trappings of extreme wealth, including paintings by Velázquez, Caravaggio and Goya, Flemish tapestries, armour, fabulous furniture and ornate carriages.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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The Habsburgs

Start by descending to floor -1, a huge area mostly dedicated to the Habsburgs that covers two centuries of history from the mighty Carlos I of Spain through various Felipes before finishing with Carlos II. Everything is displayed in chronological order, kicking off with magnificent tapestries. Look out for Bruegel’s intricate rendering of Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights.

Take a moment to marvel at the collection of armour, particularly the specially made suit donned by Carlos I in the Battle of Mühlberg. Soon after this victory, the ailing king handed the Spanish throne on to Felipe II, a learned ruler who generally avoided the battlefield in favour of his precious library in El Escorial. Many of the medieval texts the king studied are on display, including a marvellous Arabic treatise on zoology illustrated with gold leaf.

While the kings from this point on become less competent, a flourishing of the arts accompanied this gradual decline. Representing this golden era is a first print of Don Quixote and Velázquez’ marvellous White Horse painting. Nearby is El Greco’s hallucinatory Adoration of the Name of Jesus and Caravaggio’s darkly brooding Salome with the Head of John the Baptist.


DON’T MISS

Emperor Carlos V’s armour

Madrid’s 9th-century wall

Bruegel’s tapestry of Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights

Caravaggio’s Salome with the Head of John the Baptist

Goya’s tapestries and royal portraits

Velázquez’ White Horse

El Greco’s Adoration of the Name of Jesus

Medieval books from Felipe II’s library



Medieval Wall

In a separate room on the same floor is a section of the city’s original 9th-century wall, built by Mohamed I of Córdoba to protect Al-Andalus from Christian invaders to the north. These remains were found during the construction of the museum along with other artefacts from the time, which are oddly not on display. Instead, this era is brought to life through an informative video that gives an overview of how this outpost at the edge of the Muslim world was transformed into a royal palace at the centre of a Christian empire.


IMPRESSIVE VIEWS

Hanging off a steep drop from the cathedral down to the Campo del Moro gardens, the modern gallery itself is a bit of a marvel. As the upper, or ground floor, sits right next to the palace, it commands the same views across the vast Casa de Campo park towards the Sierra de Guadarrama that have been enjoyed by Spain’s royal family for centuries.



The Bourbons

Descend further to floor -2, a space dedicated to the Bourbon dynasty. The change in ambience from the dour Habsburgs is immediately noticeable, with massive portraits of Felipe V and his wife Isabella Farnese by Van Loo dominating the entrance. Rich in sumptuous detail, this sets the tone of things to come with the Bourbon taste for unbridled splendour evident throughout. Particularly prominent is the neoclassical influence introduced by Carlos III, who was king of Naples before taking the Spanish crown.

While this king’s enlightened rule stands out for its attempts to introduce industry – such as porcelain manufacturing – to Spain, his successor Carlos IV was a rather befuddled figure. Goya’s brilliant picture of this king and his famously debauched wife is one of the highlights of this floor, along with a large equestrian portrait of a spectacularly arrogant Alfonso XIII by Ramón Casas y Carbó. This king was the last to rule Spain before the Second Republic dispensed with the monarchy altogether and this marvellous collection of riches fell into public hands.


TOP TIPS

• If you’re planning a visit to the palace too, it’s worth buying a combined ticket (€24) for both attractions.

• There’s a lot to see, so make sure you have a full day free and take a break for lunch between attractions.

• Floor -3 is an exhibition space. Here, you can see temporary displays and enter ‘The Cube’, a square room with videos of other royal palaces’ gardens projected on its walls.

• Exit the museum via the bottom floor out into Campo del Moro gardens, where you’ll find carefully tended lawns, fountains and peacocks.







WALKING TOUR
Walking the Siege of Madrid

This two-hour hike follows the battle lines drawn during the Siege of Madrid, taking you through two parks and the Complutense University campus. While the scenery is lovely, some parts are on main roads. Parque Jaime del Amo has stunning views of the Sierra de Guadarrama but is neglected and therefore has a reputation for being a bit dodgy, especially at night. If you’re not confident alone, take a friend or skip this part.


[image: jpg]

Templo de Debod | Byron Banasiak/Shutterstock ©

[image: ]

1 Templo de Debod

On 18 July 1936, just one day after a military coup was declared, an armed militia loyal to the Republic gathered here to storm the Montaña Barracks, where the Templo de Debod now stands. Not everyone in the army supported the coup. After a two-day standoff, a white flag was waved, but when the militia approached, shots were fired. The building was stormed and a bloodbath ensued, with the Republicans gaining the upper hand.

The Walk: Follow Paseo del Pintor Rosales to the end before heading into Parque del Oeste. Cross the park towards Avenida de Seneca. The bunkers stand just under halfway up this avenue.

2 Fortines del Parque Oeste

The Siege of Madrid lasted two years as Republicans fought tooth and nail to keep the rebel Nationalist troops out. After a pitched battle to cross the Río Manzanares in November 1936, the Nationalists began inching their way up the slopes of Parque del Oeste. Hidden away in an idyllic spot are the three bunkers built in 1938 to consolidate their position.

The Walk: Once you arrive at the ring road after crossing part of the campus, the route gets tricky. Head down Avenida Complutense towards Ciudad Universitaria metro station.


3 Ciudad Universitaria

When the Nationalists reached Ciudad Universitaria on 16 November 1936, it seemed as if the Republicans’ fight for Madrid was all but lost. However, reinforcements from the International Brigades had arrived by this point and a pitched battle was fought in the newly built campus. If you face the equestrian statue in front of the metro, you’ll see the Facultad de Farmacia to your left and the Facultad de Medicina ahead. Both buildings are still riddled with bullet holes.

The Walk: Take the staircase into a wooded area behind the university. This is an isolated spot. If you feel vulnerable walking alone, take the main road back to Arco de la Victoria skipping the Ermita.

4 Ermita de la Virgen Blanca

Surrounded by railings on top of a hill, this statue of the Virgin Mary is all that’s left of a bombed-out hermitage. When the fierce fighting in Ciudad Universitaria died down in December 1936, both sides dug in for the duration of the war. The area beyond was studded with mines to deter the enemy advance and, towards the end of the war, bullets flew through the air, one taking out the virgin’s nose.

The Walk: Head downhill through the gardens to the left of Museo de América to the Faro de Moncloa tower and cross the footbridge; the Arco de la Victoria is to your right.

5 Arco de la Victoria

On 28 March 1939 Nationalist troops marched into the city; the siege had lasted two and a half years. In the end, the ill-equipped Republican side was no match for Franco’s forces – especially after the left began to fight among themselves. This triumphal arch was built in the 1950s to celebrate Franco’s victory. Standing abandoned on a traffic island, it’s a reminder of a bloody conflict most Spaniards would rather forget.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mercado de San Miguel

2Plaza Mayor

SIGHTS

3Casa de la Panadería

4Convento del Corpus Cristi

5Monumento a las Víctimas de Mauthausen

6Plaza de la Cruz Verde

7Plaza de la Provincia

8Plaza de la Villa

9Plaza del Conde de Barajas

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

10Cardamomo

11Flamenco La Quimera

SLEEPING

12Hat Madrid

13Pestaña Plaza Mayor

14Petit Palace Posada del Peine

EATING

15Casa Paco

16Casa Pipi

17Casa Revuelta

18Chocolatería Tacita de Plata

19Churrería-Chocolatería Las Farolas

20El Calamar

21El Madroño

22La Campana

23La Casa del Bacalao

24La Ideal

25Las Cuevas de Luis Candelas

● Madreamiga & Churri (see 1)

26Museo del Jamón

27Restaurante Sobrino de Botín

28Rollo Ocho

29T4 & Run Run

30Taberna La Daniela

31Tatún

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

32Pinkleton & Wine

33Plaza Menor

34Taberna Bodegas Ricla

ENTERTAINMENT

35Las Carboneras

SHOPPING

36Casa Hernanz

37Casa Yustas

38D Pertiñez

39La Favorita

40Toledo Crafts Studio





MORE IN PLAZA MAYOR & ROYAL MADRID

Spiritual Madrid

Hidden worlds in the city centre

Before Joseph Bonaparte came to the throne in 1808, Madrid’s narrow streets were packed with religious institutions. Clearing the air a little of the pervading aroma of incense, the much-maligned French king knocked down a bunch of them and bequeathed the city some of its best squares, including Plaza de Oriente and Plaza de Santa Ana. The Spanish Civil War and declining church attendance further reduced numbers. Despite this, in the small area around the palace there are still five working convents.

A few of these are well worth visiting. Top of the list is the Convento de las Descalzas Reales, the former 16th-century palace of Carlos I of Spain. Its main staircase is covered in astounding 17th-century frescoes. The building was converted into a convent a generation later by the sister of Felipe II, Juana of Austria, who took the veil after being widowed. While members of the order have taken a vow of poverty, they are sitting on a trove of art treasures, available for viewing during daily tours booked via the Patrimonio Nacional website. English tours are not available but it’s visually stunning enough to hold any art lover’s interest. The tapestries designed by Rubens and Flemish paintings are particular highlights.

Another monastery with a royal connection is Convento de la Encarnación. Again, tours can be booked online via the Patrimonio Nacional website. Highlights include a bling-tastic roomful of reliquaries. The most prized of these is an ampule containing the blood of St Pantaleon. If you’re in town on 27 July, don’t miss the yearly miracle of the liquefaction of his blood, an event that packs out the monastery’s church with TV crews and true believers.

While you won’t come into contact with any nuns on a visit to these two historic monasteries, you can buy biscuits from the nuns of another order at Convento del Corpus Cristi. The convent is just off a narrow side street from Plaza de la Villa, the city’s medieval square. Ring the bell with the word monjas (nuns) beside it and you’ll be buzzed in to make your purchase. Transactions are conducted behind a screen, so you’ll only talk to them, not see them. Orders should be made in Spanish and credit cards are not accepted.


THE FINAL DAYS OF THE INQUISITION

Tucked away by the Palacio Real at Calle de Torrija 14 is the final headquarters of the Spanish Inquisition in Madrid. At No 9 on the same street is the former residence of Manuel de Godoy, a liberal politician who became Secretary of State just before the French invaded Spain. In 1808 Napoleon’s brother Joseph disbanded the Inquisition; however, it was reinstated by King Fernando VII in 1814. By this time, Godoy had fled the country.

The Inquisition targeted Godoy, seizing his scandalous La maja desnuda (The Young Lady Undressed), a painting he’d commissioned from Goya. However, the charges of obscenity didn’t stick. Increasingly toothless, the Inquisition was finally phased out in 1834.



Eating: Best for Traditional Fare

Casa Jacinto:Famous for its meat, fish of the day and wide selection of wines. Stop by on weekends for cocido (meat-and-chickpea stew). Times vary €€

Casa Mingo: Asturian cider house that specialises in exceptional pollo asado (roasted chicken) in a historic building close to the riverside. 11am-midnight €

Casa Paco: Enjoy a warming bowl of cocido or callos a la madrileña (tripe) in a stripped-down tavern that retains its authentic vibe. 11am-midnight €€

Taberna la Bola: Much-loved bastion of traditional Madrid famed for its cocido. Always busy and very noisy. 1-4pm Sun-Wed, noon-9.30pm Thu-Sat €€

Taberna La Daniela: Customers clamour for the best cocido in Madrid in a traditional tavern by Plaza Mayor. 1-5pm & 8pm-midnight €€

El Pato Mudo: If you must eat paella in Madrid, come here. However, the black rice is even better. 1-3.30pm & 8-11pm Wed-Sun €€

Restaurante Sobrino de Botín: The oldest restaurant in the world owes its staying power to its excellent cochinillo (suckling pig) and roasted lamb. 1-4pm & 8-11pm €€€

Las Cuevas de Luis Candelas: Dine out on wood-fired cochinillo inside the historic hideout used by Madrid’s answer to Robin Hood. 1pm-midnight €€€

Guild Culture

Traces of Madrid’s artisanal past

While the main roads around Plaza Mayor are filled with places selling cheap mass-produced souvenirs, historic street names and artisanal shops down side streets paint a picture of a guild culture that ruled the commercial heart of 17th-century Madrid. The most powerful institution of this period was the breadmaker’s guild in the Casa de la Panadería at the northern end of the square. As an essential commodity, the price of bread was strictly regulated by the crown and with good reason: many of the city’s biggest riots were connected to price rises.

Though it housed huge ovens, the Casa de la Panadería was one of the few buildings spared during the fire of 1790. Architect Juan de Villanueva used this building as a model to make sure the new version of the square resembled the original. The Casa de la Carnicería directly opposite is almost an exact replica. Formerly used to store meat, it’s now home to the luxury hotel Pestaña Plaza Mayor.

On the square’s southwestern corner is the Arco de Cuchilleros, which leads down to Calle de Cuchilleros or the knifemakers’ street. Shops here furnished the butchers in the square with the sharp blades they needed to cut joints of meat. While none of these establishments remain, right by the arch is Toledo Crafts Studio, a souvenir store that sells handcrafted swords and knives. Calle de Cuchilleros leads to Calle de Toledo where you’ll find Casa Hernanz, a shop founded in 1845 that carries on the tradition of selling baskets and alpargatas (espadrilles) made from esparto grass.

On the southeastern corner is Calle de Botoneras or the buttonmakers’ street, home to one of the few guilds run by women. Though it’s now more famous for calamari sandwiches, the charming illustrated street sign reflects its heritage. Close by, the area of Pontejos between Sol and Plaza Mayor is still home to the haberdashers and fabric shops that once served the court. Almacén de Pontejos is the best of the bunch. Founded in 1913, it’s an Aladdin’s cave of buttons, merino wool, ribbons and other decorative delights.
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THE SECRET PAST OF THE MONTAñA BARRACKS

Tour guide David Fred Mathieson (spanishsites.org) shares some historical insight.

You can see how the Siege of Madrid played out from the Templo de Debod. Franco’s troops had to get into the city from Casa de Campo, but the terrain was against them as they’d have to cross the river and fight their way uphill. Though a huge barracks had covered the entire park, it was taken out when the military uprising was declared at the start of the war. Phone lines to the barracks were cut, leaving the troops inside without a clear chain of command. Meanwhile, a militia surrounded the building, and a bloodbath ensued. Apart from the Monumento a los Caídos en el Cuartel de la Montaña, there’s no indication this ever happened.




THE 17TH-CENTURY MADRID

To see how Plaza Mayor looked before the fire, check out the paintings of the Museo de Historia de Madrid in Malasaña. The display on the ground floor brings the 17th-century city to life.



Eating: Best Menú del Día

Refra Restaurant: A local favourite offering an extremely reasonable set lunch at prices usually seen outside the city centre. 7.30am-midnight €

El Chulo de Madrid: This place does great croquettes and cheesecakes, as well as a good deal on a lunchtime set menu. 9am-2am €

La Tasca de Ventura: Generous set menu with plenty of choice for starter and main. If you only fancy one dish, it’s €2 less. noon-1am €€

La Charca Taberna: Enjoy top-notch Asturian cuisine in an elegant restaurant at affordable prices by going for a set lunch. 8am-midnight Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun €€
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ermita de San Antonio de la Florida

2Galería de las Colecciones Reales

3Palacio Real

4Templo de Debod

SIGHTS

5Armería Real

6Campo del Moro

7Casa de Campo

8Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Almudena

9Jardines de Sabatini

10Parque del Emir Mohamed I

11Plaza de España

12Puente de Segovia

SLEEPING

13Barceló Torre de Madrid

14Petit Hostel Palacio Real

EATING

15Café del Río

16Casa Mingo

17Club Allard

18La Charca Taberna

19La Tasca de Ventura

ENTERTAINMENT

20Cuenca Club

21Las Tablas



Tapas at Mercado de San Miguel

Madrid’s answer to Les Halles

Inaugurated in 1916, Mercado de San Miguel is the only surviving example of the glass-and-cast-iron markets that became popular in Madrid at the end of the 19th century. Imitations of Paris’ iconic Les Halles, these covered markets replaced outdoor affairs. However, as these giant greenhouses could get quite hot, eventually the much larger glass markets were demolished to make way for more modern premises.

Happily, Mercado de San Miguel’s beautiful original structure survived and remained open with trade thriving up until the 1990s, when indoor municipal markets began to lose out to supermarkets. In 2009, all that changed as Mercado de San Miguel’s stalls were converted into little eateries. The plan was an immediate success and the market filled up with customers keen to get a gastronomic experience.

Other markets followed suit and the once-dusty spaces were suddenly enlivened. While these aren’t as aesthetically pleasing they’re a better bet if you don’t like crowds – San Miguel is best tackled when your energy levels are up, embracing the raucous vibe Spain is so well known for. Once you’ve spotted an enticing-looking treat, consume it standing up before moving on to the next delight.


BEST SOUVENIR SHOPS

Casa Yustas

From traditional flat caps to stylish Panama hats, this emporium stocks all manner of sombrero.

D Pertiñez

A great place to buy yourself a flamboyant peineta (comb) or traditional mantón de Manila shawl.

Torrons Vicens

Specialises in traditional and modern turrón (nougat) bars. Snag a sample of the sweet treat at the door.

Antigua Casa Talavera

Stocks artisanal tiles and plates from both Talavera de la Reina and other centres famed for their ceramics.

La Favorita

Che Guevara bought his signature beret in this hat shop. You too might find some revolutionary headgear here.




OTHER MARKETS IN MADRID

The neighbourhoods of La Latina and Lavapiés have three of Madrid’s best markets: Mercado de San Fernando, Mercado de Antón Martín and Mercado de la Cebada. All are great for multicultural and traditional Spanish food.



Eating: Best for a Fancy Meal

Rollo Ocho: Eat Spanish seasonal fare outdoors on a cobbled terraza that offers gorgeous views of Madrid’s viaduct. 6pm-2am Mon-Thu, 12.30pm-2am Fri-Sun €€

Gloria Bendita: Traditional Spanish cuisine with a modern twist; the pan-fried octopus is notably good. noon-midnight €€

Club Allard: This recently reopened Michelin-starred restaurant continues to wow with its inventive 10-course tasting menu. 1-2.30pm & 7.30-9pm Wed-Sat €€€

Taberna del Alabardero: Old Madrid tavern that elevates traditional staples such as bull’s tail and croquettes into the sublime. noon-midnight €€€


Moorish Madrid

The city’s hidden origins

Madrid’s original 9th-century walls are not easy to find. Only accessible on weekends, they sit behind the iron bars of Parque del Emir Mohamed I down a side street below the crypt of Almudena cathedral. The pleasant gardens beneath the wall are dedicated to the Muslim ruler who ordered the construction of a fortress where the cathedral and royal palace now stand. Mayrit was part of a line of watchtowers built to protect the city of Toledo from Christian invaders to the north. To get an idea of how the citadel looked, check out a model of its layout located by the crypt above the park.

This fortress did not fall until the end of the 11th century. To legitimise the conquest, Alfonso VI of León needed to prove the existence of a prior Christian population. Miraculously, while Alfonso was inspecting the walls of the fortress, they crumbled to reveal a hidden statue of the Virgin Mary. This original wooden statue of the Virgen de la Amudena was conveniently lost in a fire, so the veracity of this story can’t be confirmed.

Now, Alfonso’s tall tale has been debunked by archaeologists. Construction work on an underground car park in front of the palace in the 1990s, for instance, turned up the remains of an 11th-century watchtower from the time of Al-Andalus along with countless other artefacts produced during Muslim rule. Traces of earlier settlements were not found. Oddly, the Torre de los Huesos can be viewed but is not signposted. This is because visibility given to finds can become political. The city, by turns, will celebrate Madrid’s Muslim past and then play it down.

When the Galería de las Colecciones Reales was built beside the cathedral, more evidence of Mohamed’s citadel was unearthed along with an 8th-century skeleton. While an attempt was made to build a case for a Visigoth settlement based on this, there is little to suggest this figure was anything more than a wandering peasant. The discovery of the skeleton was eclipsed by the biggest find at the site: another section of Mohamed’s original wall. This remains within the museum itself and is on display beside a video on the development of Madrid, which brings the time of Umayyad rule vividly back to life.

After the city was taken, its Muslim population was forced to move to the morería in La Latina. In demand for their construction skills, Mudéjar artisans built the 12-century church of San Nicolás de los Servitas as well as new town walls. A section of this ‘Christian wall’ can be seen right by Ópera metro, just down Calle de la Escalinata beside Café del Real. This is frustratingly not well signposted and easy to miss.

Though the city’s Moorish heritage is not always celebrated, vestiges of Al-Andalus remain deeply embedded in the language and architecture. For instance, Almudena, which means ‘fortress’ in Arabic, remains a popular name for women. In fact, one of the city’s most famous writers is Almudena Grandes. Madrid is also filled with examples of neo-Mudéjar architecture, a style developed in the late 19th century when a fashion for exoticism drove a revival of Spain’s long-neglected Muslim past.
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WHY I LOVE THE PLAZA MAYOR

Felicity Hughes, Lonely Planet writer

This most historic part of Madrid is filled with Herrerian towers that cut sharp black shapes into the skyline at dusk. Mimicking the architecture found in Felipe II’s El Escorial palace, for me these are a constant reminder of the king who made Madrid the capital of Spain.

Nowhere are they more abundant than in the Plaza Mayor, the grand square that was a huge part of the Habsburg dynasty’s legacy. Rich in history, it’s where you can imagine both thrilling and chilling spectacles taking place in centuries past. Bullfights, executions, fiestas and grand autos-da-fé – this is where the city’s biggest dramas played out. During the Fiestas de San Isidro, it comes to life again and the atmosphere is electric.



Eating and Drinking: Best in Mercado de San Miguel

Tatún: Great place for high-quality bluefin tuna, with tuna tartar, skewers, tataki and poke on the menu. 10am-midnight €

La Casa del Bacalao: Best value at Mercado de San Miguel, offering seafood tapas featuring cod, anchovies and octopus. 10am-midnight €

Pinkleton & Wine: Bar cum wine shop with a good by-the-glass selection including cava (sparkling wine) and champagne. 10am-midnight €€

Madreamiga & Churri: Freshly baked sweet treats and traditional churros straight from the fryer at one of the market’s newest stalls. 10am-midnight €



EXPLORE THE HISTORIC HEART OF MADRID
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Start at 1 Plaza Mayor, which is alive with street performers. The most famous are the sparkly goat and a rather out-of-shape Spiderman; the latter is semi-retired, so count yourself lucky if you spot him on your way to the 2 Mercado de San Miguel. This bustling market is full of wonderful stalls, so take a peep at the action inside before heading down Calle Mayor to 3 Plaza de la Villa. It was Madrid’s main square in medieval times and has some of the oldest architecture in the city. Look out for the horseshoe carriage entrance of the 15th-century Mudéjar-style Casa de los Lujanes.

Crossing the road, stop for a drink and tapas at 4 Casa Ciriaco. In 1906, an anarchist attacked the wedding carriage of Alfonso XIII and Victoria Eugenia from a flat above this historic bar. The royal couple were unharmed but 25 spectators were killed. Carry on down the street to a bronze statue of a man leaning on some railings. 5 El Vecino Curioso (the curious neighbour) is supposed to draw attention to the remains of a church but as his polished behind attests, people are more interested in giving his butt a rub for luck. Take a right and walk past the Palacio Real to the 6 statue of Felipe IV, then continue down the pedestrianised Calle de Bailén.

After you’ve gawped at the Franco-era architecture that looms over 7 Plaza de España, head towards the 8 Templo de Debod, an actual temple brought over stone by stone from Egypt. Right beside it is a 9 mirador where you can take in the views of the palace and the Casa de Campo park.




Delicious Churros at Chocolatería de San Ginés

Doughy delight to die for

The hot chocolate and churros served at Chocolatería de San Ginés are still the best in the area, hence the huge queues you’ll see outside. A greasy treat, these deep-fried sticks of dough dipped in a thick cup of hot chocolate make the perfect start or end to a day. As popular with Madrid’s elderly as with young clubbers looking to fuel up before they crash out, San Ginés is open 24 hours on weekends.

First opened in 1884, it’s been immortalised in the fiction of Benito Pérez Galdós and Valle-Inclán, and the photos in its interior tell of this rich history. While the shop has exported its brand around the world, the quality of the product remains high. However, if you don’t want to queue and fancy a sit-down, nearby Chocolatería Tacita de Plata and Churrería-Chocolatería Las Farolas come a solid second.


HONOURING THE DEFEATED

The pact of silence following the transition to democracy meant that the topic of the Spanish Civil War was very much out of bounds for a long time. However, all that has changed recently. Just off the Plaza de la Villa, the Monumento a las Víctimas de Mauthausen honours a group of 449 madrileño Republicans who were shipped off to Nazi labour camps during WWII. Facing horrific conditions, only two out of three Spaniards survived imprisonment. The prominence of José Miguel Utande’s giant steel sculpture, installed in the Plaza del Rollo in 2023, signals that Madrid is now ready to openly mourn those who lost their lives fighting for the losing side.



Eating: Best Tapas

El Madroño: Famous for serving Madrid’s traditional madroño liqueur in chocolate cups and for its generosity with free tapas. 9am-midnight Tue-Sun €

Casa Ciriaco: Order a drink at the bar and you’ll get free tapas from a range displayed under glass. noon-5pm daily, 7-11pm Tue-Sat €

Casa Revuelta: Famed for its cod, but also great for torreznos (pork crackling) and callos (tripe). 10.30am-4pm Tue-Sun, 7–11pm Tue-Sat €

El miniBAR: Intimate venue noted for its succulent duck confit and crispy boar rolls with portobello sauce. 10am-1am Mon-Fri, noon-2am Sat & Sun €

Casa Pipi: Tucked away by the cathedral, this bar offers flavourful traditional tapas made with fresh ingredients. 10am-5pm Wed-Mon €

La Esquinita: No-frills tapas bar just off Plaza Mayor with much cheaper prices. It does a decent tortilla. 10am-midnight €

La Paradita Tapas Bar:  Cheap and cheerful place catering to hungry tourists by the Palacio Real. 10am-11pm €

Restaurante Mareas Vivas: Reasonably priced with generous portions of tapas, this place is particularly good for Galician cuisine and rice dishes. 10am-midnight €€



WALK ON THE QUIET SIDE
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Discover another side to royal Madrid by plunging down its quiet side streets. Starting at the 1 statue of Isabel II in front of Ópera metro station, slip down Calle de la Independencia. Right in front of you, just past the florists, is 2 Guitarrería Mariano Conde. Peek through the window and, invariably, you can watch a master artisan handcrafting guitars.

Carry on uphill, taking a sharp right at the end of Calle del Espejo, followed by a sharp left. Look up to see 3 Accidente Aéreo, a winged figure crash-landed above Calle de los Milaneses 3. Is the 2005 sculpture Lucifer fallen from grace or is it the unfortunate Icarus? You decide. Turn right down Calle Mayor to get to No 69 on the opposite side of the street. At 4 Centro Sefarad Israel, regular free exhibitions celebrate Jewish culture. But be careful, this 16th-century building is rumoured to be haunted.

Turn left out of the building and head down Calle de Traviesa. In front of you, behind some railings, is the 5 Huerto de las Monjas. Only open on weekdays, this tiny garden is all that is left of the Convento del Sacramento. Carry on down Calle del Sacramento; you’ll find the street eerily quiet, perhaps because Madrid’s tax office is located here. Stop at the 6 Basílica de San Miguel and take a moment to admire the baroque stone facade. If it’s open, go inside to look at the frescoes in the cupola.

Your final stop is 7 Biblioteca Iván de Vargas right opposite the church. In the basement, you can visit a medieval well decorated with carvings of Madrid’s patron saint, San Isidro.




Madrid’s Rewilded Riverside

A green oasis

In summers past, the Río Manzanares couldn’t even provide the smallest of sparrows with a decent footbath. Despite this, when Madrid became the de facto capital of Spain in the 16th century, the river was given an impressive stone bridge. The grand Puente de Segovia is the work of Juan de Herrera, the architect responsible for El Escorial monastery. Unfortunately, because of the lack of water, in the 17th century it became the butt of many jokes, with the writer Lope de Vega quipping that it might be better to ‘sell off the bridge to buy some water’.

These days, both birds and humans flock to Madrid’s river. Not only has it been canalised, increasing the flow of water, but it has also been regreened. Between 2003 and 2011, an ambitious project rerouted the polluting M30 ring road underground, allowing the river to be rewilded and its banks landscaped into a pleasant park.

If you want to travel the length and breadth of it, rent bicycles from any BiciMAD stand. However, there’s plenty to explore on foot along the section of the river that flows below the palace. Café del Río, right by the gateway to Casa de Campo, Madrid’s largest green space, is a great place to take in impressive views of the city. Next to the cafe, selfie enthusiasts can take a picture beside giant blue letters that spell out the city’s name, with Madrid rising up behind them.

To explore the area beneath the palace and get a look at Puente de Segovia, cross back over one of the smaller pedestrian bridges. While the 16th-century stone bridge has been remodelled several times – not least after Republican forces partially destroyed it in an effort to prevent Nationalists from storming the city during the Spanish Civil War – its base remains largely intact. The river was a crucial front line during the siege of the city, with Nationalist forces camped out on its south side bombarding the city with shells from Casa de Campo.

The Spanish Civil War wasn’t the only time the city was under siege. In the 11th century, after the death of Alfonso VI, Muslim leader Alí Ben Yusuf tried to retake the citadel that stood where the palace now stands – that’s why the gardens underneath are called Campo del Moro, meaning ‘the Moor’s camp’. Located beneath the palace’s more well-known Jardines de Sabatini, these English-style gardens with their manicured lawns, preening peacocks and cascading fountains are arguably more attractive than the clipped box hedges and stone paths found above.

Another little gem hidden by the riverside is the Ermita de San Antonio de la Florida. This chapel devoted to St Anthony is not only home to some breathtaking 18th-century frescoes by Francisco de Goya but also holds the bones of the artist. The church is so popular that a replica has been built beside it, meaning visitors gawping at the impressive ceiling don’t inadvertently bump into the faithful at prayer.

Wandering around by the river will inevitably leave you with quite an appetite, and next to the Ermita you’ll find Casa Mingo where you can get excellent roast chicken washed down with cider. This 100-year-old establishment is popular with locals and can get quite busy. Reservations are not accepted, but if you eat ‘early’ – that is, before 2pm for lunch or 8pm for dinner – you should get a table. The best seats are hidden on the enormous patio out the back.
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BEST QUIET SQUARES

Plaza de la Cruz Verde

Formerly associated with the Spanish Inquisition, it’s located next to a bookshop/cafe.

Plaza del Conde de Barajas

Charming square near Calle Mayor. Unless the Sunday art market is on, it’s a relatively serene spot.

Plaza de Ramales

Here you can rest in peace, just like Velázquez, whose bones are scattered somewhere nearby.

Plaza de la Provincia

Just off Plaza Mayor, its lovely fountain depicts the evolution of Madrid’s coat of arms.

Plazuela de Santiago

A starting point for the Camino de Santiago, so you might see eager pilgrims outside the church.



Eating: Best Bocadillos de Calamares

Museo del Jamón: This local chain does great crispy squid and is also a better bet if you want to sit down. 9am-midnight €

La Campana: Perhaps the most famous place for calamari sandwiches in Madrid, this joint always has a queue, which generally moves quickly. 10am-11pm €

La Ideal: Next to La Campana and equally packed with madrileños ordering takeout to consume in the Plaza Mayor. 9.30am-11pm €

El Calamar: If you’d like to eat your squid sandwich out on a terraza, this is the place for you. noon-11.15pm €


BEST FOR MUSIC LOVERS

Café Berlín

A stalwart jazz venue; after concerts, it keeps its doors open till the wee hours for club nights.

Teatro Joy Eslava

This charmingly dishevelled 19th-century theatre is the backdrop to hedonistic club nights and sweaty concerts.

La Coquette Blues Bar

Bohemian bar in a cosy underground setting, with live blues and jazz on weekend nights.

Peor para el Sol

Musicians play classic rock in this tiny bar tucked away down a side street – not for claustrophobes!

Cuenca Club

There’s something for every budding clubber here, from reggaeton to mainstream pop, playing in three different rooms.



Eating: Best International Fare

Kuraya: Sister to the ramen joint next door, serving Japanese dipping noodles in delicious miso and sesame sauce. 1-4pm & 8.30-11.30pm €€

T4 & Run Run: Small Taiwanese place off Plaza Mayor that offers a range of bubble teas and excellent fried chicken. noon-10pm €€

Restaurante Dadam: Across from the palace, this Korean restaurant is good value and does staples like bibimbap and japchae well. 1-4pm & 8-11pm €

Es Vietnam: Come for the exceptional gluten-free pho noodle soup and stay for the crispy spring rolls. 12.30-4.30pm & 7.30-11.30pm €€


A Night at the Opera

The secrets of the Teatro Real

The scene for a magical night out is beautifully set on your approach to the Teatro Real, which looks out towards the Palacio Real across the manicured hedges of the Plaza de Oriente. While less ornate than its late-baroque neighbour, the building’s rather plain neoclassical facade hides magical worlds within, which unfold before spectators after sundown.

Anticipation, of course, builds as the audience takes their seats inside the enormous auditorium that rises a dizzying 76m high. While the orchestra is tuning up, it’s a good moment to sneak a peek at the royal box, which is directly opposite the stage. Commissioned by King Fernando VII, the royal opera house was inaugurated by his daughter, Queen Isabel II on 19 November 1850; if you approach the building from Plaza de Isabel II, you can greet the monarch herself before going inside.

The building is not the same as it was back in Isabel’s time. Due to flooding in the basement, it was closed in 1925 and when it reopened in 1966 it was no longer used for its actual purpose, instead becoming a concert hall. However, in 1997 after seven years of renovation work, the Teatro Real was transformed into a state-of-the-art opera house. A radical renovation means that backstage the building rises 14 floors up and a whopping eight floors down. The stage itself, which offers performers more floor space than the audience, has 18 articulated platforms and numerous pulleys that allow backdrops to rise and fall.

If you’re interested in the building itself, it’s worth booking a €7 audio tour on the Palacio Real website. For a deeper dive into the workings of this well-oiled machine, sign up for a guided daytime backstage tour (€20) that offers a glimpse of how sets are constructed and moved into place. Unfortunately, this guided tour is only in Spanish, though if you’re willing to slap down €250, you can arrange for personalised guided backstage visits in English that can also include a look at Madrid’s skyline from the rooftop plus a meet and greet with the stars themselves.

Greats like Plácido Domingo often tread the boards at this world-class venue. Tickets go quickly, so try to buy them well ahead of time. Also, be aware that seats on the 6th floor rise sharply and are not suitable for those with vertigo. Seats with limited visibility tend to be the cheapest and if you do book these, you will also be able to view the performance on a screen. If you don’t manage to snag a ticket, book a table for Una Cena Cantada on a Saturday night at El Café de la Ópera. It’s right next to the Teatro Real, and you can have a meal while listening to a performance by real opera singers.

Still, nothing beats a night at the theatre itself. If you do manage to visit on a warm spring or summer evening, you’re in for a treat as the doors to the balcony that looks out towards the Palacio Real are opened, so you can enjoy a drink as well as the best scenery Madrid has to offer.

[image: jpg]

Teatro Real | saiko3p/Shutterstock ©


MADRID’S OLDEST ESTABLISHMENTS

While wandering around Madrid, you might spot some little bronze plaques embedded in the pavement. These are placed in front of shops and restaurants that have been in business for more than 100 years. Designed by the Spanish cartoonist Antonio Mingote and installed around the city in 2006, they are particularly prevalent in the area around Plaza Mayor. While a few businesses closed permanently during the COVID-19 pandemic, happily the majority made it through. These traditional establishments range from hat shops to haberdashers.

We particularly like the hat shop Casa Yustas, espadrille vendor Casa Hernanz and the artisanal ceramics store, Antigua Casa Talavera.



Eating Around Plaza Mayor: Vegetarian & Vegan

Yerbabuena: Cheerful colours, plus filling fare including pasta, risotto and pizza that makes this one of Madrid’s best veggie restaurants. hours vary €

Sanissimo Opera Vegan: Burgers, deep-fried tequeños (cheese sticks) and salads are beautifully presented in a Mexican-inspired interior. 1-11.30pm €

Restaurante Vegetariano: International fare served with freshly baked sourdough in a small eatery with outdoor seating. 1.30-4pm €

Wok to Walk Sol: Veggie Asian stir-fries along with meat options are served here with a variety of toppings. noon-midnight €


BEST FLAMENCO VENUES

Cardamomo

This theatre attracts top-notch artists, and you’ll encounter true aficionados alongside the usual touristy crowd.

Teatro Real

Catch Spain’s top flamenco artists in an elegant function room in Madrid’s historic opera house.

Las Tablas

Quality flamenco from renowned artists at reasonable prices, though best to forgo the dinner service in favour of drinks.

Flamenco La Quimera

In a gorgeous location just off the Plaza Mayor, La Quimera offers lessons as well as the usual drink and show package.

Las Carboneras

Excellent flamenco at an established theatre in the historic heart of Madrid; it’s one of the more expensive venues.



Drinking: Best Bars

Plaza Menor: Enjoy the carrot cake and the mojitos in this cosy bar located in a subterranean cavern. 6pm-midnight Tue-Sun

Wanderlust Bar: A young crowd mingles in this lively bar that offers hookahs alongside reasonably priced and generously poured cocktails. 8pm-3am

Taberna Bodegas Ricla: Historic bar serving local wines, cava and vermouth with traditional tapas. 1.30-8pm Wed & Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat, to 6pm Sun & Mon

Cafe Madrid: Bartenders serve cocktails with a dash of showmanship in this upscale gem that has views of the area around Teatro Real. 6pm-2am Mon-Sat




La Latina & Lavapiés

[image: ]

MEDIEVAL AND MULTICULTURAL MAZE

Beyond medieval Madrid’s walls is a labyrinth of narrow cobblestone streets and steep slopes, leading to bustling town squares that preserve the trappings and traditions of the past.
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Calle de la Cava Baja | gionnixxx/Getty Images ©

South of Sol are adjacent neighbourhoods that tell two sides of Madrid’s rich cultural history: one of its preserved past; the other, its rapidly changing present.

La Latina is one of Madrid’s oldest barrios and former morería – its Moorish quarter beyond the centre’s protective walls. This is a place of unexpected corners that gives a glimpse of the capital’s medieval era. Day and night, it’s a photogenic journey through pinched streets and stairways, historic plazas and centuries-old taverns and churches. These structures paint a nostalgic backdrop to exuberant crowds enjoying the district’s array of cafes, bars and restaurants. Crowning this historic neighbourhood is the Basílica de San Francisco El Grande, home to Goya’s magnificent St Bernardino of Siena Preaching to Alfonso V of Aragón painting. Calle de la Cava Baja still features old posadas (inns) retaining the original wooden courtyards, and vestiges of a 12th-century wall.

Just a few streets away, Lavapiés has slowly emerged from its past reputation as an economically marginalised neighbourhood to become a fascinating cultural hub. Once the area where Jewish converts to Christianity settled in after Madrid was made the capital, by the late 20th century Lavapiés had become a working-class residential zone for large immigrant populations attracted to its affordable housing. The spectre of gentrification looms larger with each passing year, which fuels a defiant community spirit fighting against inevitable change. Protest movements find their expression in street art and song, sustaining a raw energy that propels a progressive arts and culture scene. Arthouse cinemas, pocket galleries, independent theatres and jazz cafes dot its quaint, sloping streets. Thanks to the crucible of cultures living here, Lavapiés is a nexus of reasonably priced restaurants with cuisine from West Africa, South Asia and the Middle East.
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DON’T MISS…

CALLE DE LA CAVA BAJA

Iconic cobblestone street lined with tapas bars and historic taverns. 

PLAZA DE LA PAJA

Medieval-era square on an incline flanked by aristocratic homes and a Gothic church.

BASíLICA DE SAN FRANCISCO EL GRANDE

Majestic church with the largest dome in Spain, home to a famous painting by Francisco de Goya. 

JARDíN DEL PRíNCIPE ANGLONA

Walled garden featuring an 18th-century brick pathway with Andalucian motifs.

CINE DORé

Restored 1920s arthouse cinema with a stylised Modernist interior, featuring classic movies.

ESCUELAS PíAS DE SAN FERNANDO

University and library housed in a restored 18th-century school and hermitage.

EL RASTRO

Four-centuries-old flea market with a labyrinth of open-air stalls.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cine Doré

2El Rastro

3Escuelas Pías de San Fernando

SIGHTS

4Iglesia Patólica

5La Casa Encendida

6Museo de Artes y Tradiciones Populares

7Plaza de Lavapiés

8Real Sociedad Fotográfica

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

9Academia Amor de Dios

SLEEPING

102060 The Newton Hostel

11Cats Hostel Madrid Lavapiés

12Central House Madrid Lavapiés

13Palacio Tirso de Molina ARC Collection

EATING

14Africa Fusión

15Bar Cruz

16Caravan Café

17Casa Amadeo Los Caracoles

18Darbuka Bar

19Mad Mad Vegan

20Mercado de Antón Martín

21Porfiados

22Santa y Pura Vegan Bar

23Shibari Sushi & Grill

24Taberna Antonio Sánchez

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25Boconó Specialty Coffee

26Café Barbieri

27La Taberna Al Lado

28Pum Pum Café

29Taberna El Sur

30Vinicola Mentridana

ENTERTAINMENT

31Café El Despertar

32Sala Equis

33Teatro Valle-Inclán

SHOPPING

34Antigüedades Palacios

35Antonio Martínez Muebles

36Eturel

37Farmacia Lavapiés

38Los Pequeños Seres

39Mercado de San Fernando

40Molar

41Morueco Cerámicas

42Pantera

43Peluquería Vallejo Madrid

44Siglo 20

45Tailak

46Talleres H. García

47Tienda Hípica El Valenciano

48TuuuLibrería Lavapiés





TOP EXPERIENCE
Basílica de San Francisco El Grande

Crowning the La Latina neighbourhood is an architectural masterpiece that’s as much a place of worship as it is a temple paying homage to Spanish art. The great dome of the Basílica de San Francisco El Grande, with a diameter of 33m and height of 58m, is the largest in Spain and the fourth largest in Europe.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Legendary Beginnings

This domed building has been through multiple incarnations, starting from the 13th century. Legend has it that when St Francis of Assisi passed through Spain on his pilgrimage to the tomb of St James in Compostela in 1214, he built a humble home for himself and his companions near a hermitage, where the church stands today. From these modest beginnings, the structure was expanded and enriched over the years, eventually exceeding the splendour of all the churches in Madrid, until it was completely demolished in 1760 in order to build an even greater church to replace it.


The ambitious work was assigned to a Franciscan monk, Francisco Cabezas, who had envisioned a dome covering a circular temple with several chapels. He worked on it for seven years until the project was suspended because of a disagreement over the proposed plan. Years later, during the rule of Carlos III, construction recommenced under the guidance of the famed Italian architect Francesco Sabatini. In 1963, the basilica was officially conferred the status of Basilica Minor by Pope John XXIII.


DON’T MISS

Great dome

St Bernardino of Siena Preaching to Alfonso V of Aragón by Francisco de Goya

The chapels

The Triumph of the Church in ante-sacristy

Inner sacristy



Goya Spotting

The basilica’s marble- and gold-inlaid chapels and sacristy are home to an impressive collection of paintings by Spanish masters, the most famous being Francisco de Goya’s St Bernardino of Siena Preaching to Alfonso V of Aragón. Unusually, Goya included his self-portrait in the scene, on the right-hand side of the painting (he’s the one dressed in yellow).


SUNDAY BEST

Sunday Mass at the basilica is held from 10.30am to 2.30pm, and again at 7.30pm, so plan your visit to not disrupt worshippers.

Sundays are great for exploring historic La Latina after seeing the basilica. Visit El Rastro flea market nearby, go for a tapas crawl along Cava Baja, or relax at an outdoor terrace.



Lavish Chapels

It’s easy to get awestruck by the basilica’s floor-to-ceiling opulence. Underneath a celestial scene of frescoes and stained-glass windows with biblical motifs, guarded by sculptures of the apostles and prophets, trompe-l’œil paintings of saints and carved cherubim, are six chapels embracing a main altar. Each chapel has a different theme and is a mini museum unto itself, featuring altars surrounded by large oil paintings depicting religious scenes, mosaics and intricately carved mouldings. While the basilica’s predominant architectural style is neoclassical, these lavishly decorated chapels showcase distinct periods, from Renaissance to baroque to Rococo.


TOP TIPS

• For museum visits, it’s best to come outside Mass times, so the ideal window is between 10am and 7pm Monday to Saturday, or between 11.30am and 7pm on Sundays and Catholic holy days of obligation.

• A guided tour is offered, but only in Spanish, and is included in the ticket price.

• Upon exiting the basilica, turn immediately right to visit the landscaped garden right beside it for a sweeping view of the city below.



Ante-Sacristy & Inner Sacristy

The red-painted ante-sacristy is bordered by 17th-century walnut-carved benches with plateresque-style backs. Six mirrors framed in gold-gilded pinewood actually serve a purpose – when you stand in front of them, they perfectly reflect the central medallion painted on the ceiling, The Triumph of the Church, so you don’t need to strain your neck.

The inner sacristy hosts a museum with 49 large paintings depicting scenes from the life of St Francis of Assisi, by renowned Spanish artists such as Alonso Cano, Francisco Zurbarán and Antonio González Velázquez. It’s no less opulent inside – the hefty carved seats, mahogany and oakwood floors, gold candelabras and ornate ceilings make you appreciate just how far this place of worship has come from its humble origins.
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EATING
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41Berberia del Sáhara y El Sahel
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43Desperate Literature

44Librería Siete Ciudades

45Mercado de la Cebada




MORE IN LA LATINA & LAVAPIéS

A Moveable Feast

Cava Baja tapas crawl

For a gastronomic experience in a historical setting, head to Calle de la Cava Baja. Cava refers to a moat that was once part of the city’s defences outside the medieval walls. Over time, as Madrid expanded and the need for defensive fortifications decreased, the area around Cava Baja gradually developed, and by the 16th and 17th centuries it had become an important commercial and residential street. Travelling merchants entering the city found lodging and food in its posadas (inns) and taverns, and stables for horses. Some of these inns evolved into Madrid’s first corralas, whose structures are still preserved today.

Cava Baja is one of Madrid’s most famous streets for a lively tapas crawl. Savour classic Spanish dishes like tortilla, jamón iberico and tostas (open sandwiches on toasted bread) in charming little taverns. This is also an excellent area to try the madrileños’ favourite aperitif – vermút de grifo (vermouth on tap), a fortified wine flavoured with herbs and spices, and garnished with an orange slice and an olive.

A good place to meet up with friends to embark on a relaxed tapas crawl is Plaza Menor, a stylish and cosy cocktail bar with Moorish decor on Calle de Goméz de Mora, at the northern end of Cava Baja.

Channel travelling traders of the past by stopping in one of the street’s iconic inns. Posada del León de Oro is a restored 19th-century inn and upscale restaurant that offers diners an unexpected surprise with a glass floor peering into the vestiges of a 12th-century Christian wall. Right beside it, Posada del Dragón also retains its traditional corrala courtyard structure, with communal walkways around a central space that made it perfect for impromptu theatre during the 16th-17th centuries Spanish Golden Age. Across the street is another piece of heritage established in 1642, Posada de la Villa, formerly Madrid’s only existing flour mill that became the first inn of the Spanish royal court. Inside, a massive wood-fired oven is still used to cook a three-centuries-old speciality, roast lamb.

A quirky anomaly among the traditional taverns on Cava Baja is Los Secretos de Lola – an Argentinean restaurant with an unfettered obsession for Disney movies. You can’t miss its balconies bedecked in stuffed teddy bears.

If you don’t mind the crowds, Sunday afternoons are the best time to visit for a laid-back tapas crawl among locals, from around noon until early evening.


MAYRIT’S WALLS & WATCHTOWER

Mayrit (the Arabic name for Madrid) was originally founded in the 9th century by Emir Mohamed I of Cordoba as a fortified settlement along the Río Manzanares. It enjoyed a strategic military position, whose height and vantage point allowed it to surveil the Sierra de Guadarrama mountains for lurking enemy forces. To appreciate the panoramic view, walk along the Segovia Viaduct or pick a spot in the Jardín de las Vistillas.

Here’s a little known Madrid secret – a defensive watchtower was built within the walled enclave in the 11th century, and you can see the ruins of this structure in the subterranean parking lot of Plaza de Oriente, across from the Palacio Real.



Eating in La Latina & LAVAPÍES: Our Tapas Picks

Pez Tortilla: Local favourite for freshly made tortillas with surprising ingredients like brie and truffle, plus a wide selection of craft beers. hours vary €

Casa Amadeo Los Caracoles: Historic tavern known for its signature plate – snails in a secret sauce, spiced with Iberian charcuterie. 10am-midnight €

Bar Cruz: Bar Cruz made a name for itself with navajas al ajillo (razor clams with garlic), perfect with a cold caña (small draught beer). 9am-11pm Tue-Sat, to 5pm Sun €

El Viajero: Converted three-storey mansion with rooftop views of the San Francisco basilica. noon-1am Tue & Wed, to 2am Thu & Fri, 10.30am-2am Sat & Sun €€

Taberna La Taba: Good selection of sharing plates; try the tortas (small open sandwiches) with beef cheeks or anchovies. 7.30pm-2am Tue-Fri, 1pm-2am Sat & Sun €

Movida Tapas y Torreznos: This spot offers a plateful of perfect torreznos (deep-fried pork belly), ideal for sharing and washed down with a vermouth on tap. hours vary €

La Perejilla: Ornate bar that’s great for sharing plates including boquerones (anchovies), tostas and grilled artichokes. 1-4pm & 8.15pm-midnight €

Lamiak: Popular, packed local spot with a wide array of tapas, Basque pintxos and vegetarian options, and a good wine selection. 12.30pm-2am €

A Four-Centuries-Old Flea Market

Shopping at El Rastro

Every Sunday and on public holidays, you can take part in a 400-year-old shopping tradition at El Rastro flea market. Open from 9am to 3pm, it stretches between La Latina’s Plaza de Cascorro, Calle de la Ribera de los Curtidores and Ronda de Toledo, featuring open-air stalls peddling clothes, souvenirs, handicrafts, antiques and every bric-a-brac under the sun.

Meaning ‘trail’, El Rastro refers to the stream of blood and entrails that once ran down Plaza de Cascorro and Calle de la Ribera de los Curtidores. First opened as a slaughterhouse and meat market in 1475, it evolved once the Spanish royal court settled permanently in the city.

Vintage-furniture hunters can check out the secondhand shops that converge in Plaza del General Vara de Rey, displaying housewares on tables and in stalls. Some of these are outposts of the antique shops that dot the streets of Carlos Arniches, Carnero and Ribera de los Curtidores, on the southern end of El Rastro heading towards Puerta de Toledo.

Come earlier on a Sunday to experience the frenetic atmosphere, or kick back with a cold caña in one of the historic taverns surrounding the market. Shopping tip: as several vendors only accept efectivo (cash), best to have pocket money ready, or you’ll be left hunting for an elusive cash machine.
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MADRID’S UNEXPECTED PLACES

Rubén Esperanza is a madrileño, filmmaker, tour leader and local guide for Siete Estrellas Tours. @vonwanderlust

With some noteworthy exceptions, Madrid isn’t exactly a city known for its grand monuments. However, what makes it special is its street life and its unexpected places, those that make you want to stop time. And La Latina is one of the best neighbourhoods to find them.

The medieval maze of small streets and squares of the ancient morería has a unique spirit, distant from the cosmopolitan capital. Here, one breathes the most traditional and bohemian Madrid. Trendy restaurants coexist with old taverns, design shops with antique stores, and lively streets with hidden places to lose oneself in the most intimate and unknown Madrid.



Eating in La Latina: Restaurant Picks

Camoati: Intimate, candlelit Argentine-Italian bistro serving grilled meats. 7.30pm-1am Mon-Thu, from 1pm Fri-Sun €€

Cervecería San Andrés: Great spot to soak in the lively plaza atmosphere while sharing huevos rotos con jamón (broken eggs with ham). 9-1am Sun-Thu, 10-2am Fri & Sat €€

Casa Lucio: Iconic Spanish restaurant on Cava Baja known for oxtail and hearty stews. Ask for its dish of the day. 1-4pm & 8.30-11.30pm €€

Julián de Tolosa: Basque steakhouse known for grill-fired porterhouse steak, situated in a two-storey house over 200 years old. 1.30-4pm & 8.30-11.30pm Mon-Sat, 1.30-4pm Sun €€€


Chilling Out at Plaza de la Paja

Historic square and tranquil gardens

One of Madrid’s most picturesque squares, Plaza de la Paja sits on a long slope accessed from Calle de Segovia, near the Segovia Viaduct. Exuding old-world charm, it’s flanked by the Palacio de los Vargas, a 15th-century aristocratic home, and the Capilla del Obispo, a Gothic chapel of the San Andrés church that has an exquisite altarpiece.

This sublime square with a Renaissance and Gothic architectural backdrop attracts a mix of locals relaxing over an after-work aperitif, as well as families with kids and strollers on a weekend. Contrasting the medieval background are modern restaurants and tapas bars such as Naïa Bistro and La Quintería. La Musa Latina is a beloved local chain of tapas bars with artisanal beers.

Don’t miss one of Madrid’s hidden marvels on the opposite side of the square from the chapel: the Jardín del Príncipe Anglona. Many have blinked and missed this walled gem that was once the private garden of the Vargas palace’s nobility. The tranquil, mid-18th-century green space is centred around a small marble fountain; a radiating pathway is lined with landscaped greenery, roses, magnolias, as well as almond, fig and pomegranate trees. The garden takes its name from the Prince of Anglona, a one-time resident of the palace adjacent to it. Take some time to sit and contemplate the lovely steeples and rooftops, set against Madrid’s iconic blue skies.


BEST VINTAGE SHOPS & HOME DECOR

Sustainability-conscious shoppers and vintage hunters will be enthralled by the artisanal and antique shops along the little streets branching out from the main El Rastro area. Here’s a rundown of our picks:

Antonio Martínez Muebles

Rustic tables and chairs for gardens, restaurants and terraces.

Antigüedades Palacios

Mid-century wood cabinets, tables and porcelain, decorative lamps.

Talleres H. García

Iron and aluminium housewares and a wide selection of wrought-iron lamps.

Siglo 20

Antique lamps, Murano glassware and crystal figurines.

Tienda Hípica El Valenciano

Equestrian shop specialising in riding accessories, customised boots and leathers.



Drinking in La Latina: Where to Drink Wine

Taberna El Tempranillo: Outstanding vinoteca on Cava Baja, with an entire wall of excellent wines to choose from, and Spanish tapas. 1-4pm & 8pm-midnight Tue-Sun

Taberna La Concha: Good selection of wine, cava, vermouth and beer, plus vegetarian and coeliac-friendly tapas. 1pm-2am

Cedrón: Curated selection of Spanish, French and wines from the Americas, sourced from artisanal eco-friendly wineries. hours vary

Almendro 13: Andalucian tavern with a great variety of Spanish wines and generous sharing plates. Check out the excavated Christian wall beside it. hours vary

Journey to Madrid’s Prehistoric Past

San Isidro museum treasures

It’s nothing short of astonishing to know that the first humans had lived in the Manzanares Valley – where Madrid stands today – between 400,000 and 9000 years ago. That’s just one of the fascinating morsels offered by the Museo de San Isidro in the bustling Plaza de San Andrés.

Open daily with free entry, the museum showcases archaeological and paleontological artefacts, some dating back to the Pleistocene era. You’ll find remains of mammoths, elephants, rhinos and extinct species that once shared the river valley with its first hunter-gatherers. The permanent exhibition provides a snapshot of Madrid’s long history, from its fossil records to the Roman epoch and the Visigoths’ conquest, its glory days as the Moorish citadel Mayrit, up until the city became the seat of the Spanish royal court in 1561.

The museum is housed in the restored former palace of the Counts of Paredes, known as ‘The House of St Isidore’, as legend has it that this was where Madrid’s patron saint lived and died. Be sure to visit the charming Renaissance courtyard with an ancient ‘miracle well’, named so as San Isidro is believed to have saved his son from drowning by making the water rise to the mouth of the well. Across the courtyard is a 17th-century chapel adorned with tempera paintings by Zacarías González Velázquez. The museum is also home to the Archaebotanical Garden, with plants dating back to medieval times.
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The House of St Isidore | Luis Seijido/Shutterstock ©
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LOCAL FAVOURITES IN LA LATINA

Spanish designer Helena Rohner has been a La Latina fixture since moving to Madrid three decades ago. Her jewellery shop and studio is just off Cava Baja. @helenarohner

La Latina was my first barrio. I love that it’s close to the park, where you can see the horizon. You’re in the centre but it also feels like a small town.

I recommend eating in La Taberna Errante, where Elena cooks her mother’s recipes, and La Taberna Sanlúcar, for gaditano (Cádiz) cuisine. Check out the new restaurant on Cava Alta, Trèsde. For wines, go to Casa Lucas, and Taberna El Tempranillo on Cava Baja; I like that you can’t reserve. Obrador San Francisco has amazing bread.



Eating in La Latina & Lavapiés: Vegan-Friendly Picks

Mad Mad Vegan: Plant-based burgers, appetisers and craft beers in a fast-food setting. 1pm-midnight €

Cocuiza: A Venezuelan duo serves vegan brunch, pancakes and toasts, with its bestselling trio de arepitas (three stuffed corn flatbreads). 9am-4pm Mon-Sat, to 5pm Sun €

Santa y Pura Vegan Bar: Vegan burgers, pizzas and Spanish classics tortillas and croquetas; high tables in a rustic setting. hours vary €

Caravan Café: Popular brunch place serving vegan-friendly toasts, egg plates plus sourdough sandwiches and speciality coffee. 10am-6pm Mon, Thu & Fri, from 9.30am Sat & Sun €



EXPLORE THE HEART OF LAVAPíES
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This relaxed 20-minute walk takes you to the heart of Madrid’s most multicultural barrio.

Make your way to Calle de Santa Isabel to find three points of interest: 1 Cine Doré, a Modernist cinema with a striking art deco facade; the 2 Mercado de Antón Martín indoor market showcasing global gastronomic stalls; and atop the market, the 3 Academia Amor de Dios flamenco school, one of the oldest and most prestigious in Spain.

Head towards the narrow Calle de la Torrecilla del Leal, with quirky cafes and bars including 4 Taberna El Sur, a popular local spot adorned with movie posters of Pedro Almodóvar films, and well-loved jazz spot  5 Café El Despertar. Turn into Calle de los Tres Peces to check out 6 Real Sociedad Fotográfica, a gallery of Madrid’s oldest photography association.

The long stretch of Calle del Ave María has an array of international restaurants. The centenarian 7 Café Barbieri preserves the old-world feel with its vintage trappings. The street opens up to 8 Plaza de Lavapiés, a snapshot of the neighbourhood’s melting-pot character. Its most striking landmark is the 9 Teatro Valle-Inclán, a modern edifice made of perforated metal panels, dedicated to contemporary performing arts.

Head southwest along Calle de Tribulete to reach a Escuelas Pías, a university and library housed in a restored 18th-century church and school complex burnt down during the Spanish Civil War. Adjacent to it, on Calle de Embajadores, is the b Mercado de San Fernando, an indoor food and arts market. Finally,  c La Casa Encendida cultural centre hosts exhibitions and workshops; head up to the rooftop bar for drinks and sunset views.




Step Inside an Old-World Courtyard

Museum of folk culture

The most striking feature of the Museo de Artes y Tradiciones Populares, a free museum within El Rastro zone, is the 19th-century Carlos Arniches corrala, a traditional housing style distinguished by an inner central courtyard surrounded by balconies on multiple floors. Historically, this corrala was integral to the neighbourhood’s commerce, serving as an inn on the ground floor, eventually evolving into workshops and antique shops that were part of El Rastro flea market. Designed to maximise space, this provided affordable housing for the working class, who occupied the upper two floors.

The museum hosts a kitschy exhibition of massive papier-mâché figures donning traditional masks and colourful handmade clothing related to various Spanish festivals. Right at the entrance, you’ll be greeted by chulapos, a gigantic man and woman wearing the typical dress of Madrid’s working class from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Towards the end of the display is a room filled with huge figures dressed as nuns and ghouls plus a giant dragon (a bit of warning if you’re with kids who frighten easily).

As an ode to the workshops that the corrala once housed, on one side of the museum you’ll find a display of the typical workshops of leather tanners, jewellery makers and swordsmiths during their heyday.


BEHIND MADRID’S ANCIENT MOTTO

‘I was built on water, my walls are made of fire’: Madrid’s ancient motto hints at the capital’s previous incarnation as the Moorish citadel of Mayrit, established in 854 CE under the Emirate of Córdoba.

Mayrit, meaning ‘place of abundant water’ in Arabic, referred to the presence of streams flowing through the settlement. The fiery walls alluded to the fortress built by the Arabs to protect them from invading enemies. They were made of flint, a hard sedimentary form of quartz abundant in the area, which generates sparks when struck against steel. When the arrows of invading armies struck the fortress walls, they would burst into flames, creating the illusion that the walls were on fire.



Drinking in La Latina & Lavapiés: speciality Coffee

Boconó Specialty Coffee: Venezuelan-owned cafe sourcing beans from selected farms. Homemade desserts plus Venezuelan arepas (flatbreads). hours vary

Bona Specialty Coffee: This nook off Cava Baja has affable baristas ready to strike up conversation. Pair a cup with Argentinean medialunas (croisssants). hours vary

Pum Pum Café: Boho corner in Lavapiés with exposed-brick and wood panels, serving brunch plates, home-baked goods and specialty coffee. 9.30am-8pm Mon-Fri, to 7.30pm Sat & Sun

Slow Café: This laptop-friendly nook for digital nomads serves excellent specialty and iced coffee plus homemade desserts. hours vary

Aging Like Fine Wine: Madrid’s Centenarios

Establishments over 100 years old

Vestiges of Madrid’s long history can be found in its centenarios – establishments that are over 100 years old. Venturing into any of these spaces is like stepping back in time to see where nobles and merchants, artists and assassins once stopped by for a meal (or a haircut).

La Latina and Lavapíes neighbourhoods host a few of these heritage treasures. Along Cava Baja, there are three historic inns: Posada de la Villa, Posada del Dragón and Posada del León de Oro.

Take a peek at one of Madrid’s oldest watering holes, Taberna Antonio Sánchez, a stone’s throw from Tirso de Molina metro station. Established in 1787, this iconic tavern was once a meeting place for heavyweights in literature, art and bullfighting. It’s hard not to feel like you’ve gone back to the 18th century, replete with its antique cash register, gilded bar taps, painted walls and bulls heads peering out of dark wood panels.

Classic painted tiles grace the facade of Farmacia Lavapiés, serving the neighbourhood’s pharmaceutical needs since 1852, and Peluquería Vallejo Madrid, a barber shop founded in 1908, offering traditional haircuts and beard grooming from €6 to €12. Traditionally catering to travellers from Atocha train station (back then, a newly established railway), they take pride in having serviced Nobel Prize–winning scientist Santiago Ramón y Cajal and renowned physician and writer, Gregorio Marañón.

First opening its doors in 1902, Café Barbieri on Calle del Ave María – near Lavapiés metro station – is a spacious, vibrant cafe that has preserved the decor of bygone times with its chequered floors, high ceilings, wrought-iron columns and marble tables. While it could do with a bit of an upgrade, its old-world charm is a nostalgic backdrop for enjoying tapas and cocktails, remote working (it has decent wi-fi), plus it’s a venue for live music on weekends.

Urban sleuths should look out for the commemorative plaques at the doorstep of these heritage spaces, designed by the famed Spanish cartoonist and writer, Antonio Mingote.


BEST BOOKSHOPS

Los Pequeños Seres

Stocks titles in various languages, sells vintage pieces and hosts book clubs, open-mic poetry and art workshops. Kids’ art activities on Saturdays.

Desperate Literature

Well-curated selection of titles in English, Spanish, French and Italian. Priceless tomes include signed first editions of classic novels by literary giants.

TuuuLibrería Lavapiés

NGO-run secondhand bookstore where you decide what price to pay for the books you purchase.

Molar

Vibrant shop offering books, comics and vinyl records. Good selection of music-themed titles.

Librería Siete Ciudades

Charming book stall inside Mercado de la Cebada with a curated selection of new and used books.



Eating in Lavapiés: Global Gastronomy

Porfiados: Porfiados offers a seasonal Mediterranean menu, including a standout French onion soup, in a rustic setting. 1-4.30pm & 8pm-midnight Tue-Sun €€

Darbuka Bar: Egyptian tapas bar serving vegan-friendly chow; try the ful muddammas (stewed fava beans). Live performances by Arabic and flamenco artists. 6pm-2am Tue-Fri €

Shibari Sushi & Grill: Manchego chef Jordan fires up the grill to make excellent Japanese fare, savoured with selected wines from local bodegas. hours vary €€

Africa Fusión: Senegalese food with cocktails – try the national dish of jollof mixed rice, chased with hibiscus flower and baobab sorbets. 1pm-midnight Tue-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat €

Market Days

Lively gastronomic hubs

La Latina and Lavapiés are home to three of Madrid’s best indoor markets, which have come a long way from being the rundown, forgotten limbos overtaken by the supermarket chains. In the mid-2000s, some forward-thinking entrepreneurs took advantage of the cheap rent and available spaces to set up informal dining stalls, such as the pioneering Yokaloka in Mercado de Antón Martín. Today, many of these small eateries have grown into thriving restaurants, turning the indoor markets into some of the most exciting and innovative places to eat in Madrid.

They’re not just limited to food, either. La Latina’s Mercado de la Cebada is a two-storey eclectic romp of food and fashion. Its 2nd floor hosts a mix of art markets, clothing boutiques, handicrafts and interior design shops as well as food and wine stalls. Standouts include Oscar Carillo, which peddles unique handcrafted Madrid souvenirs, and La Tienda Sin Nombre, a ‘clothes library’ where you can rent pre-loved frocks displayed among the miniature paintings. Pass by Sabor Sagrado to order an extra-large, and ‘Xtra jugosa’ (oozy) tortilla prepared by its passionate founder, Pedro.

If you’re willing to brave the weekend crowds, Mercado de San Fernando in Lavapiés is a gritty, frenetic yet wholly satisfying experience. This gastronomy-, arts- and culture-themed market has secondhand bookshops and arts and craft workshops sandwiched between graffiti-covered artisanal beer shops, Latin American food booths and charcuterie stalls. The market’s walls are a makeshift gallery exhibiting paintings of independent artists. La Casquería, a social project seeking to circulate old books and reignite reading, offers bibliophiles a hefty book haul for €10 a kilo. Head to El Colmado de Lavapiés for its specialty cachopo asturiano (deep-fried veal, ham and cheese sandwiches), and sample the wide selection of Spanish craft beers at La Buena Pinta.
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Mercado de la Cebada | trabantos/Shutterstock ©


THE MANILA SHAWL

During the summer festivals in La Latina and Lavapiés, you’ll see colourful embroidered silk pieces of mantón de Manila (Manila shawl) draped over streets and balconies, adding to the festive atmosphere. Despite being a definitive garment in Spanish heritage, its origins lie in Asia.

During the Spanish colonial era, a trade route was established between Spain, China and the Philippines, a colony of Spain from 1565 to 1898. Large Spanish ships called the Manila Galleons crossed the Pacific to exchange silver for silk, porcelain and ivory from China. The silk shawls became known as mantones de Manila as the Philippine capital was the key port from which the galleons sailed on to Mexico and eventually docked in Seville.



Drinking in Lavapiés: Local Faves

Vinicola Mentridana: Relaxed atmosphere from a bygone era, with wall-to-wall wine bottles, vermouth on tap, charcuterie and cheese plates. hours vary

Taberna El Sur: Cosy local hangout with good wine, sangría and cocktails, bedecked with posters of Pedro Almodóvar movies. noon-midnight

Bar Argumosa: Low-key, longstanding local bar near the Reina Sofía museum with a host of tapas and pinxtos. 8am-1am

La Taberna Al Lado: Friendly, animated atmosphere for enjoying wine, cocktails and great tapas at reasonable prices. 7pm-1am Mon-Thu, to 2am Fri, 1pm-2am Sat, to 1am Sun

Catch a Flick at Cine Doré

A Modernist cinema

Built in 1920 and restored to its former glory in the ’80s, this eye-catching cinema offers cinephiles a visual treat even before the films start. The art nouveau building designed by architect Críspulo Moro Cabeza is an exercise in Modernist architecture. Inside, a grand art deco staircase leads to the main feature: a kaleidoscopic ceiling peering over plush crimson velvet seats.


During its heyday in the early 1920s, there were often silent-film screenings here accompanied by well-known musicians of the time. As the working-class neighbourhood of Antón Martín became increasingly impoverished in the 1930s, Cine Doré became known as a ‘slum cinema’, nicknamed el palacio de las pipas (meaning ‘the palace of sunflower seeds’). Sunflower seeds are Spain’s favourite nibble, and the cinema floor was always covered in discarded seed shells.

The cinema was closed in 1963 and only reopened in 1989, after some renovations of the dilapidated interior and facade, when it became the official screening venue for the archive of the Filmoteca Española (Spanish Film Institute). The programming is themed by director or particular topics, and all films are in the original language, with Spanish subtitles. Tickets are €3 and sold online, but there’s always a certain number set aside for sale in the box office on screening day. For particularly popular titles, you’ll have to queue in the street for a bit.

The screening room is large, with indigo-blue walls and ornamental ceiling, and there’s always an array of local characters in the audience. A particular highlight are the monthly silent-film screenings, accompanied by live piano music. There’s a cute little bar in the foyer, and an excellent (Spanish only) film-focused bookshop. Here’s hoping this piece of cinematic heritage lives on for many years to come.


LOCAL ARTISANAL SHOPS

Tailak

Carpets and rugs handcrafted by the Turkmen tribe in northern Afghanistan. Proprietor Hakim helps you choose woven materials for custom-made carpets.

Cocol

Inviting shop filled with beautiful ceramics, homeware and accessories, handmade by Spanish artisans. Co-owners Pepa and Pilar make you feel at home.

Berberia del Sáhara y El Sahel

Handcrafted rugs, pottery, home decor, textiles and jewellery from North Africa.

Morueco Cerámicas

Vibrant little space by El Rastro peddling colourful, handcrafted Spanish and Italian ceramics, homeware and decorative pieces.

Eturel

Lovely store selling handmade cushions, throws and homeware, with fabrics, patterns and designs from rural Castilla-La Mancha.



Indie Cinema with X-Rated Past

Drinks and a movie

The arthouse cinema of Sala Equis is a historic movie theatre that used to screen porn films. Remnants of this history can be seen on the mezzanine, where 1960s posters with titillating titles are on display. Nowdays, this mini temple for cinephiles features a curated selection of independent, classic and current films. Foreign features are left in their original version with Spanish subtitles. You can get a drink at the bar and take it inside to watch the movie. After screenings, join a young indie crowd lounging on deck chairs and makeshift theatre seats in the indoor courtyard with a massive projector screen. The bar is embraced by vine-covered walls cinematically crumbling at the edges.
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THE BEST OF MERCADO DE ANTóN MARTÍN

Yoka Kumada is founder of Yokaloka, pioneering sushi stall at Mercado de Antón Martín. @yokalokamadrid

I opened Yokaloka as a mini stall back in 2007, with just 1 sq metre. Back then, no one in the mercado was doing any hospitality nor takeout food. I couldn’t even speak Spanish then. I could only work in the evenings as I was prepping all day in my little studio. Today, Yokaloka is the biggest stall in the mercado with 70 sq metres.

My favourite spots in the market are: Asian Army for their laksa and sambal oelek; Doppelganger for avant-garde cuisine; Sincio for fine Spanish dining; La Saletta for homemade Italian and thin crust pizza; Donde Sánchez for wine; and Cafés Tornasol for speciality coffee.



Join the Fiesta

Neighbourhood festivals

With temperatures soaring above 40°C degrees in July and August, most of Madrid’s inhabitants escape from the capital to the coastline or the country’s north for cooler climes. While the scorching days empty out the city every summer, the remaining inhabitants come together for the annual festivals.

There’s no lack of celebratory spirit in La Latina and Lavapiés as the festivals of San Cayetano, San Lorenzo and La Paloma come one after the other or even overlap – the two neighbourhoods seem to be in festive mode for over two weeks from mid-August to September. During this time, the balconies and streets are festooned with colourful paper-flower garlands and mantón de Manila traditional shawls. Vendors set up stalls in the plazas to sell street food and drinks. Open-air concerts, zarzuelas (Spanish mix of theatre, music and dance) and exhibitions star in a packed lineup of activities that commence at sundown and last late into the night.


Post-summer, the barrio festivities continue with Tapapiés, the annual international tapas festival held every October in Lavapiés to usher in the cooler autumn season. Establishments along Argumosa and Miguel Servet streets, as well as the squares of Arturo Barea, Nelson Mandela and Lavapiés, create an enticing tapas route featuring an array of dishes inspired by world cuisine. For the small price of €3, you get a tapa plus a caña. Each year, three winning tapas are picked, bringing prestige to the participating establishment. While this is a fun and budget-friendly event to enjoy with a group of friends, the bars and streets do get packed, so it’s best to come early in the evening before the crowds descend.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The streets of Lavapiés can be quite a workout with their steep slopes, especially if you’re walking up from the southern end. This particular topography points to one of the many theories about the neighbourhood’s name.

The streets of Ave María, Lavapiés, Olivar and Jesús y Maria form a fan shape that converges in the Plaza de Lavapiés. Before the barrio’s development, these inclined streets funnelled water when it rained, with the water flowing down Miguel Servet and Embajadores streets. Passers-by who happened to be in these areas would get their feet wet, which according to one theory is the origin of the name ‘Lavapiés’ – a blend of Spanish words lavar (wash) and pies (feet).



Hitting all the right notes at Café El Despertar

Jazz in a nostalgic ambience

Jazz enthusiasts are in for a treat and a time warp. While Café El Despertar first opened in 1981, its nostalgic atmosphere transports you further back in time to the golden age of jazz in the 1920s. Vintage furnishings, turn-of-the-century decor and low lighting create an intimate setting for live performances among a crowd of night owls and jazz lovers. This neighbourhood gem has drawn a host of local and international musicians, as well as emerging talents, to its homey stage. You can catch live shows from Thursday to Sunday evenings; arrive at least an hour earlier to get a table and enjoy some tapas or drinks before the place gets crowded with regulars.


THE 12TH-CENTURY CHRISTIAN WALL

In the 12th century, a second wall around Madrid was built under orders of Alfonso VII. These walls were about three times longer than the original Arabic fortifications, surrounding 35 hectares of land area. While these Christian walls have disappeared over time, you can still see some of their remains in various parts of central Madrid.

In La Latina, they lie beneath the Posada del León de Oro and Posada del Dragón. Walk over to the adjacent Calle Almendro (Nos 3 and 15), where the ancient wall ran between this street and Calle de la Cava Baja. The wall’s remnants have been restored in recent times and are protected in an enclosed tree-shaded area.




Tour a Seat of Learning

University in a former church

Towering over Lavapiés is a 300-year-old structure that tells a phoenix-like story of transformation. The UNED (Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia) Escuelas Pías de San Fernando is housed in a restored 18th-century church and hermitage that served as the first school for the hearing- and speech-impaired.

Founded in 1729 by Father Juan García, the chaplain of the Pilar hermitage, the school complex expanded in the latter part of the 18th century to include a magnificent domed church, largely through the hefty donations of the Spanish monarchy and nobility. During the Spanish Civil War, it suffered severe damage from fire and looting, and lay in disrepair for over half a century until it underwent significant restoration and was relaunched in 2004.

Today, the rehabilitated ruins provide a dramatic setting for the university and library dedicated to long-distance education. Other sections of the revitalised site now house the adjacent Mercado de San Fernando. Declared an Asset of Cultural Interest in 1996 to cement its place among Spain’s cultural heritage, the structure’s most memorable feature is its blend of ancient and contemporary architecture – it has preserved much of the church’s brick facade and interior archways while incorporating modern elements. The repurposed complex now hosts classrooms, offices and study areas. A stark contrast to the usually boisterous streets surrounding the university is the tranquil library that occupies the church’s former chapel. On weekdays, students in this inner sanctum of learning are hunched over books under a breathtaking high domed ceiling.

Free guided visits are offered on weekday mornings starting at 8.30am.

Temple of the Yellow Rubber Duck

Attend Mass at the Iglesia Patólica

Open to all races, ages and creeds, the Iglesia Patólica (Duck-olic Church) is a sacred temple dedicated to the yellow rubber duck. The deified pato is enshrined on ornate gilded altars, alongside the saints of comedy such as Charlie Chaplin and Oleg Popov.

Every Sunday, longtime professional clown Leo Bassi presides over ‘holy Mass’ as the Duck Pope, blessing the worshippers with his sacred toilet brush, to preach the gospel of the humble duck that embraces happiness, humour, love of nature and never taking oneself too seriously. True to one of the church’s tenets of respecting the Earth, all of its decorative pieces have been upcycled from junk and secondhand items found on the street – making it a venerable sustainable institution.

As the faithful duck-ciples have grown in number over the years, the church now performs marriage rituals for couples (and even pets) and has increased the frequency of the half-hour Sunday Mass.


Mass attendance can be booked via Instagram (@iglesia patolica), though you can come early and wait outside in a queue for an open spot. The quackery is free but a €5 donation is appreciated for the upkeep of the chapel.

Flamenco & Fine Dining

Music, dance and a Michelin meal

Flamenco is a captivating form of music and movement, combining dance, song, guitar and rhythmic hand-clapping, weaving layers of Moorish, Roma and indigenous Andalucian influences. The spirit of this cherished art form is very much alive in Madrid’s old quarter in the Corral de la Morería, one of the world’s most famous tablaos (flamenco stages). Since its foundation in 1956, it has welcomed some of the best flamenco performers in the world, including Isabel Pantoja, La Chunga, Antonio Gades and Blanca del Rey – the latter has been pivotal to the rise and artistic direction of the venue.

Close to the Segovia Viaduct and the Jardines de las Vistillas, this is where to go to watch a flamenco show that isn’t tailored for mass consumption – Corral de la Morería has been recognised as the world’s best tablao by the Festival Internacional del Cante de las Minas flamenco competition and is included in The New York Times’ list of ‘1000 Places to See Before You Die’.

The captivating 70-minute show includes a free drink; you can upgrade the experience with a fantastic dinner – the tablao also hosts the Michelin-starred restaurant Álbora, spearheaded by Basque chef David García, who has worked in the famed kitchens of El Bulli and Mugaritz. Its extensive wine cellar offers an exclusive selection of sherry, another cultural cornerstone.


THE PLIGHT OF MADRID’S MANTEROS

A common sight on Madrid’s streets are manteros: undocumented immigrants forced to work in the underground economy by selling goods wherever they can. Whenever a police officer comes along, these street vendors hurriedly gather up their blanket of wares and flee.

While this situation led to the tragic death of Senegalese immigrant Mame Mbaye in 2018 and a subsequent riot, little has been done to ease their plight. When the pandemic hit, they were more vulnerable than ever, dependent on handouts from charities to survive. Hoping to change things for the better, a manteros’ union was formed and has now opened a thrift shop in Lavapiés called Pantera to raise funds for its members.



Stories Behind the Street Art

Open-air gallery

Street art is a defining feature of Lavapiés. Buildings, walls and shutters are canvases that tell stories of multiculturalism, resistance and liberation. The works range from massive urban murals to intricate stencils and graffiti, transforming the barrio into an open-air gallery that reflects its diverse cultural identity and social activism.

Lately, antiwar messages have mushroomed to protest the growing conflicts around the world. And with gentrification becoming more pronounced as the years go by, Lavapíes’ walls are a medium to decry the wave of desahucios (evictions) that are pushing out the very communities that have made this barrio so fascinating.

Ironically, this form of artistic expression challenging the status quo has been co-opted by some of the very forces instigating Lavapiés’ gentrification. Celebrated Spanish and international street artists have been commissioned to create legal urban artwork, part of the grander design to transform the neighbourhood into a more tourist-friendly zone. Sociopolitical issues aside, it’s undeniable that the collective of urban artwork, organic or commissioned, is simply breathtaking. A longstanding mural from 1985 is found at Calle del Sombrerete 26, near the Mercado de San Fernando – a sundial radiating from a balcony window with a woman hanging laundry. Painted by Angel Aragonés, it’s dedicated to the neighbourhood’s residents. Parisian graffiti artist Pro176 offers his contribution to the barrio with Totem Cubism in the parallel street, Callejón de Tribulete. Across frSom the Mercado de Antón Martín, at Calle de Santa Isabel 18, you’ll see the massive The Rhyme of Things by Russian street artist Marat Morik.

Calle de Embajadores is a treat for street-art lovers. Monkey, which straddles the corner of Calle de Embajadores and Calle Travesia, is a collaboration between Okuda San Miguel, renowned pop surrealist artist from Santander, and Bordalo II, a Portuguese artist known for his innovative repurposing of trash to create art. Head to Embajadores 21 to view another standout piece, Run Away by British artist D*Face. At number 19, you’ll encounter Still Life Lavapiés by Argentine street artist Ever.

Pick a sunny day to fully appreciate the vibrancy of these outdoor artworks.
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Totem Cubism by Pro176 | David Silverman/Getty Image ©


CURATED WALKING TOURS

GuruWalk

Useful platform that recommends specific, curated free walking tours around Madrid’s different neighbourhoods.

Siete Estrellas

A collective of filmmakers and artists covers Madrid’s emblematic spots but detours to lesser-known streets, with great storytelling.

Madrid Museum Tours

Tours by licensed art historian Hernan Satt are tailored for art and history lovers and enriched with fascinating historical details.

Cuadros de la Calle

This free tour takes you around Lavapíes and La Latina to see its best street murals and graffiti. Book through GuruWalk.

La Cara Oculta de Madrid

A macabre-themed free tour by Tourstilla that takes you to Madrid’s blood-soaked hotspots, from Inquisition tribunals to crime scenes.






Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas
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MADRID’S LIVELIEST QUARTER

Welcome to the cacophonous, busy core of the capital, where you can spend days doing what the madrileños do best – eat, drink and party.
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Carlos III statue, Puerta del Sol | Kiev.Victor/Shutterstock ©

Sol, Santa Ana and Huertas are the boisterous heart of Madrid, where the tightly packed streets are best known for their nightlife and fabulous shopping, eating and entertainment options.

So many explorations of this neighbourhood begin in the Puerta del Sol, the city’s pulsing hub, and move to nearby Plaza de Santa Ana and the laneways that tumble down the hillside to the east.

There are significant differences between Sol and Santa Ana. The former is above all a perennially busy crossroads, a place for people to meet before fanning out across the city. There are reasons nearby to linger, but for the most part a sense of transience is what prevails.

Plaza de Santa Ana, on the other hand, is a destination in its own right, a stirringly beautiful square that’s emblematic of a city intent on living the good life. It is also a place of many moods. On a sunny weekday afternoon, it can be quiet (by its own rather noisy standards), a place to nurse a wine as you plot your explorations. This is when the Barrio de las Letras is also at its most accessible, its streets suitably sedate for a barrio filled with literary resonance. Come most nights of the week, Santa Ana and the surrounding streets of Huertas neighbourhood crescendo into noise and revelry that ripples out across the city.

This area holds some of the top cultural spots, such as the art collection at the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando and the excellent range of exhibitions at the Círculo de Bellas Artes. There are also excellent restaurants and bars, pastelerias (cake shops) and great shopping options. Above all, you can immerse yourself here in the colourful street life of central Madrid.
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DON’T MISS…

REAL ACADEMIA DE BELLAS ARTES DE SAN FERNANDO

Discover the little-known, top-of-the-range artistic riches of Spain’s most underrated art gallery.

PLAZA DE SANTA ANA

Spend a lazy afternoon watching the world go by at this gorgeous, historic square. 

CÍRCULO DE BELLAS ARTES

Exhibitions, concerts, short films and book readings, plus some of Madrid’s best city views. 

BARRIO DE LAS LETRAS

Lose yourself in this storied neighbourhood with its literary past.

LA VENENCIA

Trace Hemingway’s footsteps at this old-style sherry bar with a spirit of a long-forgotten Spain.

CAFÉ CENTRAL

Get into the swing of things at one of the world’s finest jazz clubs.

EDIFICIO METRÓPOLIS

Gaze up at Madrid’s most photogenic building, soon to be a luxury hotel and restaurant.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Círculo de Bellas Artes

2Edificio Metrópolis

3Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando

SIGHTS

4Bear Statue

5Carlos III Equestrian Statue

6Casa de Correos

7Instituto Cervantes

8Museo ICO

9Plaza de la Puerta del Sol

10Sala Alcalá 31

11Sala El Sol

12Wurlitzer Ballroom

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

13Hammam al-Andalus

SLEEPING

14Four Seasons Hotel Madrid

15Hostal Adria Santa Ana

● Hostal Adriano (see 15)

EATING

16Antigua Pastelería del Pozo

17Casa Labra

18Casa Toni

19Confitería El Riojano

20La Casa del Abuelo

21La Gloria de Montera

22La Mallorquina

23Lhardy

24Paco Roncero Restaurante

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

25Azotea del Círculo

26La Negra Tomasa

● La Pecera del Círculo de Bellas Artes (see 1)

27Taberna Alhambra

ENTERTAINMENT

28Teatro de la Zarzuela

SHOPPING

29Casa de Diego

30Guantes Luque

31Guitarras Ramírez

32Justo Algaba

33Santarrufina





MORE IN SOL, SANTA ANA & HUERTAS

Tour the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando

A treasure trove of art

Formerly an academy of the arts, the pantheon of former alumni at the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando reads like a who’s who of Spanish masters, and the collection that now hangs on the academy’s walls is an incredibly rich one. In any other city, this gallery would be a standout attraction, but in Madrid it often gets forgotten in the rush to the Prado, Thyssen-Bornemisza or Reina Sofía.

A visit here is a fascinating journey into another age of art; when we tell you that Picasso and Dalí studied at this academy (long the academic centre of learning for up-and-coming artists), but found it far too stuffy for their liking, you’ll get an idea of what to expect. Founded by Fernando VI in the 18th century, it remains a stunning repository of works by some of the best-loved old masters.

Plan to spend a couple of hours here. Start on the first floor, mainly devoted to 16th- to 19th-century paintings. You’ll come across a hall of works by Zurbarán (especially arresting is the series of full-length portraits of white-cloaked friars) and a San Jerónimo by El Greco.

At a ‘fork’ in the exhibition, a sign points right to rooms 11 to 16, the main one showcasing Alonso Cano and José de Ribera. In the others a couple of minor portraits by Velázquez hang alongside the occasional Rubens, Tintoretto and Bellini. Rooms 17 to 22 offer a space full of Bravo Murillo.

The most captivating works are the etchings by Goya, who was one of the academy’s directors. Many depict the brutality he witnessed during the Peninsular War, but there are also self-portraits, depictions of King Fernando VII and the infamous minister Manuel Godoy, along with one on bullfighting.

Upstairs, you’ll find 19th and 20th century artwork, with individual drawings by artists such as Picasso, as well as works by Joaquín Sorolla, Juan Gris, Eduardo Chillida and Ignacio Zuloaga.


MARVELLOUS GOYA

Francisco Goya (1746–1828) was the most important Spanish artist of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. His works can be found at the Prado Museum and the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, where he also worked as a director.

Goya became a court painter to the Spanish monarchy in 1786, but following an illness that left him deaf in 1793, his painting style became increasingly dark and political. His remarkable prints, Disasters of War, illustrate the horrors of Napoleon’s Peninsular War, while the Black Paintings, made directly on the plaster walls of his house in his late, isolated years, depict his disappointment with Spain’s politics and social progress.



Eating in SOL & Huertas: Classic Spanish Dishes

Casa Toni: One of Madrid’s best old-school Spanish bars. Specialities include cuttlefish, gazpacho and offal. noon-4.30pm & 7.30-11.30pm Wed-Mon €

La Finca de Susana: Great price, quality cooking and classy atmosphere, with a sophisticated vibe and hip young crowd. 1-11pm €

La Casa del Abuelo: Popular place more than a 100 years old. Order El Abuelo wine and gambas a la plancha (grilled prawns). noon-midnight €

La Gloria de Montera: Classy decor and eminently reasonable prices. You’ll get a good, affordable initiation into Spanish cooking. 1-11pm €

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Barrio de las Letras

2Café Central

3La Venencia

4Plaza de Santa Ana

SIGHTS

5Ateneo Científico, Literario y Artístico de Madrid

6Calle de Cervantes 2

7Casa de Lope de Vega

8Convento de las Trinitarias

SLEEPING

9Axel Hotel Madrid

10Gran Hotel Inglés

11Hotel Alicia

12Hotel Miau

13Hotel Urban

14Me Madrid Reina Victoria

15Westin Palace

EATING

16Casa Alberto

17Chuka Ramen

18El Inti de Oro

19El Lateral

20El Triciclo

21Gofio

22La Cabaña Argentina

23La Finca de Susana

24Maceiras

25Motteau

26Vietnam

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27Acid Cafe

28Ambu Coffee

29Axel Hotel Sky Bar

30Botánica

31Café del Príncipe

32Cervecería Alemana

33Dos Gardenias

34El Imperfecto

35Gosto Café

36Jazz Bar

● La Terraza del Urban (see 13)

37Radio

38Salmón Gurú

ENTERTAINMENT

39Tablao Flamenco 1911

40Teatro Español

SHOPPING

41Andres Gallardo

42Casa Mira

43Concha Ortega

44Juan Álvarez

45La Fabrica

46Licores Cabello

47Llop Madrid

48Mercado de las Ranas

49Real Fábrica

50Tado





Exhibitions & Views at Círculo de Bellas Artes

Top art and top vistas

One of Madrid’s best galleries, the Círculo de Bellas Artes’ programme is diverse and dynamic, featuring exhibitions, talks and lectures, cinema screenings, live music, theatre, life drawing workshops and more. Artists who have exhibited here range from Picasso and Le Corbusier to Passolini among others, and there are frequent international authors and philosophers giving talks. The interior is elegant and a sight in itself, with swirling stairwells and high, gorgeous ceilings. The bookshop is a fantastic place for art catalogues, and La Pecera del Círculo de Bellas Artes, the belle-époque cafe on the ground floor, is wonderfully atmospheric. If you want to see rarely screened art movies, the ground-floor cinema is the place.

The big draw in recent years is top floor Azotea del Círculo (roof terrace) bar, offering some of Madrid’s best views. To access it you’ll need to buy a ticket to an exhibition – available from vending machines in the lobby – and take the lift to the 7th floor. From here you’ll almost be able reach out and touch the glorious dome of the Edificio Metrópolis and take in views of the capital in all its finery, including the distant mountains. The sun loungers add to the experience. All of this is overlooked by the Roman goddess of the arts, Minerva, whose statue guards the top of the building.

Founded in 1880, this artistic institution got its impressive headquarters – designed by Antonio Palacios – in 1926. It’s generally closed between 2pm and 5pm.
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HUERTAS OR BARRIO DE LAS LETRAS?

You’ll probably hear the names Huertas and Barrio de las Letras in the same breath, and this may confuse you. The official name is ‘Barrio de Las Letras’ (meaning literary quarter), but the locals also call it Huertas because of Calle Huertas – the artery of the neighbourhood.

Calle Huertas contains much of the life in the area, in terms of restaurants, shops, bars and nightlife. Huertas means ‘farms’ in Spanish, and back in the day, the area was indeed just fields for growing fruit and vegetables, before it became part of the growing city. The incorporated area drew Madrid’s writers, poets and playwrights and thus became known as the Barrio de las Letras.



Eating in Sol & Huertas: dining in Style

El Triciclo: Much loved for its assured fusion cooking that emphasises seasonal ingredients. 1-4pm & 8pm-12.30am Mon-Sat €€

Lhardy: Elegant 19th-century Madrid landmark that’s a treasure trove of gourmet cuisine, including cocido madrileño (stew). 1pm-midnight Mon-Sat, 1-4pm Sun €€€

Gofio: The proud owner of a Michelin star, Gofio does wonders with cuisine from the Canary Islands. 1.30-4pm & 8.30pm-midnight Wed-Sun €€€

Paco Roncero Restaurante: Two-Michelin-star haute cuisine that’s all about experimentation – try the steak tartare with smoked caviar. 1-4pm & 9pm-midnight Tue-Sat €€€

Immerse Yourself in History at Plaza de Santa Ana

A lively, lovely, literary square

Plaza de Santa Ana is a delightful confluence of elegant architecture, irresistible energy and history. It’s also a great starting point for many a long Huertas night. Presiding over the upper reaches of the Barrio de las Letras, this is the site of Madrid’s first dedicated theatre, the Corral del Príncipe, dating back to 1582 and now known as Teatro Español. Even though its name has changed and the building is a more modern construction, at the plaza’s eastern end, it is still home to working thespians. The neoclassical facade bears the names of many of Spain’s greatest authors, including Lope de Vega, Tirso de Molina and Calderón de la Barca.

The square itself was laid out in 1810 during the controversial reign of Joseph Bonaparte (elder brother of Napoleon), giving breathing space to what had hitherto been one of Madrid’s most claustrophobic barrios. The plaza quickly became a focal point for intellectual life of the day, and the cafes surrounding it thronged with writers, poets and artists engaging in endless tertulias (literary and philosophical discussions).

If you only have time to stop at one bar on Plaza de Santa Ana, let it be Cervecería Alemana, renowned for its cold, frothy beers and a wider selection of Spanish suds than is the norm. It’s fine inside, but get a table outside in the plaza on a summer’s evening and you won’t be giving it up without a fight. Opened in 1904, this was one of Hemingway’s haunts – neither the wood-lined bar nor the bow-tied waiters have changed much since his day. It’s closed in August.
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Plaza de Santa Ana | Christian Mueller/Shutterstock ©


MADRID’S ARCHITECT

Antonio Palacios (1874–1945) was the architect behind many of Madrid’s iconic buildings: the Plaza de Cibeles’ Palacio de Comunicaciones, Círculo de Bellas Artes and the Instituto Cervantes, which is located inside Palacios’ Edificio de las Cariátides, at Calle de Alcalá 49. Many don’t think that it was just one architect behind modern Madrid’s structures, since his style was so eclectic – he was influenced by art nouveau, neoclassicism, the neoplateresque style, art deco and other forms of commercial architecture, mashing it all up to create unique designs which shaped the look of the city’s early-20th century architecture. Palacios also designed the simple and elegant rhomboid symbol for the Metro de Madrid, which is still used today.





CALLE DE ALCALá’S BEST BUILDINGS

[image: ]

Starting from 1 Puerta del Sol and running down to the Palacio de Cibeles, monumental buildings rise up either side of Calle de Alcalá. The first notable building is the 2 Four Seasons. Formally the Palacio de la Equitativa, it was constructed in the late 19th century for an insurance company. Though the interior of the building was mostly gutted for a recent renovation, the beautiful facade retains its decorative stone elephant heads.

Further down the road is the 3 Edificio Metrópolis. Opened in 1911, this beaux arts beauty is one of Madrid’s most remarkable sights. The winged statue of Greek goddess Nike atop its rooftop almost seems to be greeting the Roman goddess Minerva, who stands guard on the roof of the 4 Círculo de Bellas Artes. Originally a phoenix sat atop the dome but this statue was removed when the property changed hands in 1972.

Slightly up the road, across the street, is the headquarters of the 5 Instituto Cervantes. A former bank, this building was constructed between 1911 and 1918. It’s another work by Antonio Palacios and it’s worth going inside to see its splendid marble interiors and beautiful glass dome.

Just down the road, on the opposite side of Calle Alcalá, you’ll find the 6 Banco de España. The earliest part along the Paseo del Prado dates from the late 19th century; however, the section running along Alcalá was built in the 1930s and beautifully balances neoclassical and art deco styles. Finally, the 7 Cibeles Fountain and  8 Palacio de Cibeles stand grandly before you – pop inside the latter to admire the interior and enjoy a well-earned cold drink.
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Cervecería Alemana | Christian Mueller/Shutterstock ©


EDIFICIO METRÓPOLIS

Madrid’s iconic building, the Edificio Metrópolis is a stunner. Inspired by French architecture, its style is a mixture of neo-Rennaisance and neobarroque with touches of Modernism – the special feature here is the gilded dome, which is covered in fine 24-carat gold leaf. The Nike statue atop it was added in 1977 and is magnificent when floodlit.

The construction of the building – designed by French architects Jules and Raymond Fevrier – started in 1907, after initially facing judicial issues due to disgruntled neighbours, and was completed in 1910. It marks the southern end of Gran Vía. The building is being refurbished and turned into a luxury hotel, with a spa, restaurants and roof terrace.



Eating in SOL & Huertas: Tapas, Pinchos & Raciones

Maceiras: Galician dishes never tasted so good – pair the food with crisp white Ribeiro wine. 1.15-4.15pm & 8pm-midnight €

Casa Labra: Going strong since 1860 this evocative place is famed for its bacalao (salted cod). 11am-3.30pm & 6-11pm €

El Lateral: On Plaza de Santa Ana with terrific pinchos and creative tapas. noon-midnight Sun-Wed, to 2am Thu-Sat €

Casa Alberto: Atmospheric old taberna (tavern), where Cervantes is believed to have written Don Quixote. 1.30-4pm & 8pm-midnight Tue-Sat, 1.30-4pm Sun €€

Discover the Literary Legacy of Barrio de las Letras

Wander down writerly lanes

The area that unfurls down the hill east of Plaza de Santa Ana is referred to as the Barrio de las Letras because of the writers who lived here during Spain’s golden age of the 16th and 17th centuries. Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (1547–1616), the author of Don Quixote, spent much of his adult life in Madrid and lived and died at Calle de Cervantes 2. Sadly, the original building was torn down in the early 19th century, but a plaque (dating from 1834) sits above the door at the site. A commemorative Mass is held for Cervantes here every year on the anniversary of his death, 23 April.

Cervantes died at the age of 68, having had less than a decade to enjoy the fame he so richly deserved. His body was interred in the Convento de las Trinitarias. This order saved his life when he was captured by Barbary pirates as a young man and he felt forever indebted to them for coming up with up the hefty ransom his family was unable to pay. It’s not possible to know for sure where his remains lie due to a 17th-century mix-up during building work on the convent – a casket monogrammed ‘MC’ was found with a muddle of bones from different bodies inside in 2015.

If you’re interested in the era in which Cervantes penned Don Quixote, a visit to the 16th-century Casa de Lope de Vega is a must. Lope de Vega (1562–1635) was Spain’s premier playwright, hugely popular in his lifetime and still very much a top historical literary figure in Spain. Although Cervantes later eclipsed him on the international stage, the two men lived during the same period and you can discover what life in literary Madrid was like, while learning about the author’s colourful existencein this house-museum where he lived.

A bit of a rogue, Lope de Vega had numerous dalliances during his lifetime and the free tour in English will fill you in on some juicy 17th-century gossip. You must reserve a tour online, though the tranquil garden is accessible at all times. Scandalously, he shared the house, where he lived and wrote for 25 years until his death in 1635, with a mistress and four children by three different women.


TRIBUTES TO LORCA & HEMINGWAY

In Plaza de Santa Ana, a statue of poet and playwright Federico García Lorca stands right by the Teatro Español, where he had his biggest theatrical success with Yerma in 1934. The play explored pagan ideas and was highly critical of the Catholic Church. The statue was erected in 1984 to commemorate the play’s 50th anniversary. In his hands, Lorca holds a lark, which is a symbol for lovers and the break of day.

Shortly after Lorca’s tragic execution at the hands of the Nationalist forces at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, Ernest Hemingway appeared in the city to cover the conflict. Inside Cervecería Alemana you’ll find a little shrine to Don Ernesto.



Eating in Huertas: International Cuisine

Vietnam: Madrid’s best Vietnamese does expertly prepared rice paper rolls, pho and some fabulous beef dishes using prime Argentinian beef. hours vary €

Chuka Ramen: The best ramen this side of Tokyo, this small and stylish ramen spot makes spectacular eight-hour broths. 1.30-4pm & 8.30-11.30pm Tue-Sat €€

La Cabaña Argentina: Serving all the beef you can eat, this barbecue spot is elegant and beloved by the Argentine community. 1.30pm-12.30am €€

El Inti de Oro: A range of excellent ceviches and cooked offerings from Peru, and great pisco sours. 1-4pm & 8-11pm Mon-Thu, 1pm-midnight Fri-Sun €€

Stand in Spain’s Epicentre at Puerta del Sol

The very centre of Spain

The official centre point of Spain, the Plaza de la Puerta del Sol (Gate of the Sun) is a gracious, crowded fan-shaped space of elegant facades. Take in Casa de Correos, which houses the regional government of the Comunidad de Madrid and was built as the city’s main post office in 1768. The clock was added in 1866 – this is the place to be on New Year’s Eve, when the square is crowded with people waiting for the clock to strike midnight. At each gong a grape is eaten – not as easy as it sounds! – to ensure luck in the new year.


On the footpath outside Casa de Correos is a plaque marking Spain’s Km 0, the point from which Spain’s network of roads is measured. Facing the Casa de Correos from the rooftops opposite is the towering Tío Pepe sherry sign, long a city landmark.

The semicircular junction owes its present appearance in part to the Bourbon king Carlos III (r 1759–88), whose equestrian statue (complete with his unmistakable nose) stands in the middle. Look out for the Oso y Madroño statue of a bear nuzzling a madroño (strawberry tree) at the plaza’s eastern end – it’s the official symbol of Madrid.


LITERARY RIVALRIES

Pushing 60 when he completed Don Quixote, Cervantes’ attempts at literary fame had thus far failed. But this time he knew he was finally onto something.

Manuscript in hand, he rushed down the road to deliver it to his friend, Lope de Vega. The playwright, 15 years his junior but vastly more successful, proceeded to trash the work in a letter to a friend: ‘Of poets I do not say: this is a good century! Many are in the making for the coming year. But there is none so bad as Cervantes; nor so foolish as to praise Don Quixote’. Cervantes, of course, had the last laugh. The satirical novel was an instant success.



Eating in sol & Huertas: Where to Have Cake

Motteau:  Madrid’s best French-style patisserie is this tiny vault of artisanal cakes and teas. 9.30am-2pm & 4.30-8pm Tue-Fri, 9.30am-2pm Sat-Mon €

La Mallorquina: A classic, perennially popular pastry shop that’s packed to the rafters with locals. 8.30am-9.15pm €

Antigua Pastelería del Pozo: The capital’s oldest pastry shop (established 1830) produces excellent classic cakes. 9.30am-2pm & 5-8pm Tue-Sat, 9am-2pm Sun €

Confitería El Riojano: Established 1855, this place serves traditional Madrid offerings such as azucarillos (meringue-like sugar bombs) of lemon, coffee or strawberry. 9am-9pm €

Dive Into Excellent Exhibitions at Museo ICO

When architecture and photography unite

Opened in 2012, Museo ICO is something of a secret treasure. Tucked off a small side street between Sol, Alcalá and Paseo del Prado, this small, modern museum has consistently top-notch (and free) exhibitions, with fascinating and educational subjects that centre around architecture, urbanism and photography. The venue has a cutting-edge yet inclusive feel to it, and although some of the exhibitions are in Spanish, there is often English commentary too. There are three exhibitions each year, and they’re wide ranging – and always enlightening – in their areas of focus. Previous exhibits have explored anything from the works of the fantastic Spanish architect and artist Pablo Palazuelo, the photographic documentation of the destruction of Lower Manhattan, and the 1950s design of Italian and Spanish Mediterranean homes. Check their website to see what’s on when you’re visiting.

The ICO is also one of the major venues for Madrid’s annual  PHotoEspaña photography festival, held annually from June to October. Fans of both architecture and photography will enjoy browsing the shop’s extensive book collection.
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A VERY SUNNY SQUARE

Puerta del Sol is the prime place for people to meet, and is one of the main spots for political protests and meetings. Several lengthy renovations have been controversial among locals.

The latest were finished in the autumn of 2023, when it was pedestrianised and the train and metro entrance points were updated. The works have meant that pedestrians and shoppers are able to move easily between Sol, Alcalá, Ópera and Plaza Mayor. Sol has certainly gained in width and walkability, but there is unfortunately not a single tree, so in the midst of a Madrid summer, the lack of shade makes it very hot indeed.



Drinking in Huertas: SPECIALITY Coffee

Acid Cafe: Excellent speciality coffee, a small but delicious menu and bakery goodies. 8.30am-8pm

Ambu Coffee: The Calle Huertas branch of this small chain does great flat whites and breakfast menu along with a small range of cakes. 8.30am-8pm

Botánica: A cute small cafe that specialises in great coffee, cakes – and a select range of plants. Excellent for a break in Las Letras. 8.30am-8pm

Gosto Café: Brunches and great coffee, and a ton of clean space to rest after seeing the museums and wandering the streets. 9am-7pm


Take in a Performance at Teatro de la Zarzuela

Lyrical theatrics

Zarzuela is a Spanish form of musical theatre – like an operetta – that dates all the way back to the 17th century when the Habsburgs ruled the country, and up until the mid-19th century it was Spain’s favourite performing art. Catch a performance at the Teatro de la Zarzuela, and enjoy unique Spanish melodies performed by top classical musicians. It’s still a much loved musical style locally, and it’s wonderful to sit among madrileños during a performance. The theatre was designed by Cesareo Iradier, and its beautiful interior is worth seeing. It also hosts a smattering of classical music and opera, as well as the cutting-edge Compañía Nacional de Danza. Works are performed in Spanish with English subtitles above the stage.

An 1856 version of the theatre was modelled on Milan’s La Scala with its triple-layered horseshoe design, but it burnt down in 1909. In the 19th century, zarzuela enjoyed a revival among Madrid’s working classes. One of the most famous works of the period, The Little Barber of Lavapiés, was set in Madrid’s poorest district; the musical form fell out of fashion during the Franco regime.


AN EMBLEMATIC MEDICINAL TREE

One of the iconic sights in Sol is the statue of a bear resting its paws against a strawberry tree. This pairing is the central image in the city’s 12th-century coat of arms, which can be seen all over Madrid, from bins to the doors of taxis.

A crown above the coupling of bear and tree refers to an agreement between the church and the town council made after the conquest of Madrid; while the church took farmland, the town secured wooded hunting grounds inhabited by bears.

The madroño tree is prized for its medicinal uses – in medieval times, a brew made from its leaves was used to cure the plague.



Drinking in sol & Huertas: Historic Bars & Cafes

La Venencia: A barrio classic with sherry from Jeréz poured straight from the dusty wooden barrels, and Andalucian tapas. 12.30-3.30pm & 7.30pm-1.30am

La Pecera del Círculo de Bellas Artes:  A wonderful belle époque cafe boasting chandeliers and the charm of a bygone era. 9am-1am

Cervecería Alemana: Famous as one of Hemingway’s drinking faves, this must-see spot (est 1904) is as charming and atmospheric as ever. 11am-12.30am

Café del Príncipe: Beloved by literary types in centuries past, this cafe’s grand facade looks out over Plaza de Canalejas. 9am-2am

Shop for Vintage & Artisanal Wares in Huertas

Unique shopping offers in Huertas

This may be the centre of town, but you are not destined to do your shopping in the tourist traps or chain stores – the Huertas neighbourhood is brimming with beautiful artisanal and designer offerings, and some excellent vintage shops where you will be able to find unique, well-crafted pieces.

Head for Calle San Pedro to discover the original, elegant and quirky ceramic jewellery and leather bags of Andres Gallardo – worn by none other than Lana del Rey. The designer here started out recycling ceramic pieces centring on animals and flower motifs, and their subsequent range focuses on limited-edition jewellery where you will find fine ceramic pendants, earrings, necklaces and brooches featuring rabbits, hands, eyes and flowers.

Just a few steps down the road is Llop Madrid, described by its owner, Alex Llop, as ‘a piece of the Mediterranean in the Las Letras neighbourhood’. This is a gorgeous shop and gallery that sells clothing (the owner’s own line), incredible ceramics, tableware and furniture, all of it handmade in Spain.

Calle Cervantes is home to Real Fábrica, whose owner diligently goes around the country finding traditional artisans whose beautiful, hand-crafted objects she stocks and sells at this fine space. Here you’ll also find local food products.

A bit further away down Calle Moratín, Concha Ortega is one of Madrid’s most gorgeous mid-century furniture shops. Named after its lovely owner, Concha, the small store has a carefully selected collection of artwork and furniture – all of it exquisite, and chosen and restored by the owner. Concha is a masterful restorer and has a small work space at the back, and her shop really has a feeling of a very beautiful living room. There are several mid-century furniture options in this area, but this is the best.

On Calle Echegaray is Tado, one of Madrid’s most exquisite ceramic shops. Celebrating Spain’s long tradition of ceramics, it’s a small place offering a perfectly curated selection of one-off pieces – vases, bowls, cups, plates – all made by local producers and selected by the owner, Sylvie Fiachetti. You won’t find many shops like this one, anywhere.
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LA FÁBRICA

La Fábrica is a foundation that develops cultural projects in its sleek little space on Calle Veronica. It has one of the best curated photography, art and design bookshops in town. The idea behind the organisation – which was founded by a group of professionals working in the art world – is to support artists across different disciplines to develop their work and collaborate with each other.

La Fábrica is the organiser of the annual PHotoEspaña photography festival, which takes place in venues all over the city between June and October and brings together top photographers from all over the world.

If you’re in town during the summer months, check out the programme.
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Scan this QR code for the programme



Drinking in sol & Huertas: Where to Have Cocktails

Azotea del Círculo: Order a cocktail, then lie down on the cushions and admire the vista from this fabulous rooftop terrace. 10am-2am

Salmón Gurú: One of Madrid’s best cocktail maestros, Diego Cabrera, serves up a masterful collection of drinks at this excellent space. 5pm-2.30am Wed-Sun

Dos Gardenias: A little oasis of tranquility tucked away in the quieter part of Barrio de las Letras where vinyl still reigns supreme. 9pm-2am Tue-Sat

El Imperfecto: An ideal Huertas bar, with occasional live jazz and a drinks menu as long as a saxophone, ranging from cocktails to milkshakes. 3pm-2am


Get a Proper Soak at Hammam al-Andalus

A spa treat

If the inner city bustle gets to be too much for you, there is a wonderful way to get some peace and quiet at the excellent Hammam al-Andalus, just south of Puerta del Sol. Housed in the excavated cellars of old Madrid, this imitation of a traditional Arab bath has thermal pools with varying temperatures for a good soak, followed by a variety of massages and aromatherapy beneath graceful arches, accompanied by the sound of trickling water and soothing low lights from North African–style lamps. Choose from one-hour to 90-minute massages on hot stone slabs, including scrubs, essential oils and facials. Prices are cheapest from 10am to 4pm Monday to Friday; reservations required.

Although the Hammam al-Andalus isn’t a historical Arab bath, it harks back to the public ones that used to exist all over the city during Moorish times. There are still remains of these along Calle Segovia, many of them dating from the 13th and 14th centuries – despite the Christian rulers’ prohibition of the building of new baths from the 11th century onwards. Since the 20th century the tourist industry has gone some way to revive this long-lost tradition across Spain – especially in Andalucía – but in the capital, Hammam al-Andalus remains the only such establishment today.
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A SWEET FAVOURITE

Walking around the streets of Madrid, you may encounter people offering trays of broken nougat to sample. This is turrón, the nation’s favourite Christmas treat made from honey, sugar, egg whites and almonds (though a peanut turrón is delicious too). The sweet confection has been a popular dessert since the 16th century, and variations can be found in Morocco, Portugal and Italy.

Quite a few shops sell it year-round and a bar of it makes a great souvenir of the city. The most traditional place to get some is Casa Mira on Carrera de San Jerónimo, which still makes turrón by hand. Opened in 1842, the business remains in the same family after six generations.



Drinking: Best Rooftop Bars

Azotea del Círculo: The rooftop bar of the Círculo de Bellas Artes offers the most incredible views of central Madrid. 10am-2am

La Terraza del Urban: This indulgent terrace sits atop the five-star Urban Hotel and has five-star views and prices. 11am-midnight, summer only

Radio: High above the Plaza de Santa Ana, this open-air cocktail bar has terrific views over Madrid’s rooftops. 4pm-2am Wed-Sun

Axel Hotel Sky Bar: Excellent gay bar that has drag shows, cocktails and spectacular panoramas. Dip your feet in the small pool. 2pm-1am

Enjoy Contemporary Artworks at Sala Alcalá 31

A very fine art gallery

Sala Alcalá 31 has an excellent range of art exhibitions mainly focused on contemporary art – and it’s free. Another central Madrid building designed by Antonio Palacios (built between 1935 and 1943), it was originally designated to house the Merchant and Industrial Bank; the current incarnation of the building was remodelled and opened in 2002 as a gallery space. Recent exhibitions include the sculptures of the late Juan Muñoz, one of Spain’s most experimental contemporary artists.


THE GATE OF THE SUN: WHAT’S BEHIND A NAME?

There are several theories about how the Puerta del Sol got its name (literally the Gate of the Sun). It may sit in the centre of things today but back in the 16th century it was the eastern entrance into the city, where there was a wall through which visitors entered Madrid.

The gate’s eastern position meant that when the sun rose, its rays fell here first. Another theory goes that this was the spot where rebels who rose up against Emperor Carlos V in the 16th century started their uprising, erecting a tower from which they watched the sunrise in the mornings from the tower’s gate. No one however knows for sure.



Drinking: Where to Go for Music & Drinks

Café Central: Swing by this famous jazz club to enjoy live music and drinks. 10am-1am Sun-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat

La Negra Tomasa: Bar, live-music venue, restaurant and magnet for all things Cuban, this is a boisterous meeting place for the Havana set. 1.30pm-4am

Jazz Bar: Music aficionados will love this place for its endless jazz soundtrack (no live music). 3pm-2.30am

Taberna Alhambra: The striking facade, a touch of flamenco and exquisite tile-work here are all beautiful. 11am-1am Sun-Thu, to 2am Fri & Sat

Hunting Down Hemingway’s Haunts

In the footsteps of Don Ernesto

Ernest Hemingway’s relationship with Spain began during a visit in 1923. It was love at first sight and inspired his brilliant novel The Sun Also Rises. Mainly set in Pamplona during the San Fermín festival, the novel finishes at the Westin Palace Hotel in Madrid where the main character drinks martinis just like the author himself habitually did. When the civil war broke out, Hemingway returned to cover the story. He worked from the press office in the Edificio Telefónica, a target for Nationalist troops. Once he filed his copy, he ran the gauntlet along Gran Vía to Chicote, drinking with other journalists as the war raged outside. He went on to write about his experiences from the Spanish Civil War in For Whom the Bell Tolls.

There is much emphasis on Hemingway’s drinking habits – so much so that this is how most of his movements across town can be tracked, via the bars he frequented, and with whom he drank. When on the hunt for a story, he went to La Venencia, a sherry bar frequented by Republican fighters. At the time, Madrid was full of enemy spies, so photos were forbidden, and the bar has kept this rule to this day. He also liked Cervecería Alemana, a bar run by a bullfighting aficionado. Here Hemingway was such a familiar figure that he had a place reserved for him by the entrance, a spot that has become somewhat of a shrine to Don Ernesto, as he is known in Spanish. Another watering hole just across Plaza de Santa Ana was the Villa Rosa (now Tablao Flamenco 1911). After the war, this flamenco joint was also frequented by the film star Ava Gardner. Hemingway deeply admired Gardner, reportedly saying ‘she was the only woman who could outdrink me’. Glorified alcoholism though it may be, tracking Hemingway’s movements through Madrid is an interesting way to learn about some of the city’s history.

Step Back in Time at Ateneo Científico, Literario y Artístico de Madrid

Private club and stunning library

This venerable club of learned types was founded in 1821, although the building took on its present form in 1884. Its library prompted Benito Pérez Galdós to describe it as the most important ‘intellectual temple’ in Madrid and a reference point for the thriving cultural life of the Barrio de las Letras.

Visitors might feel as if they’ve just stepped inside the Tardis. The slender gates open out into a grand marble hallway, beyond which lies a spectacular auditorium and one of the capiltal’s best libraries. Guided visits have been suspended but hopefully they will resume – guides take you into the foyer and the upstairs library, a jewel of another age, with dark timber stacks, weighty tomes and creakily quiet reading rooms dimly lit with desk lamps.

Otherwise, this cultural centre is only open to members – and becoming one ain’t easy – you have to be recommended by three existing members. However, if your Spanish is up to snuff, you can attend one of their literary and philosophy events – check the website. In any case, there is a rich programme of musical events that require no Spanish language skills at all, and these are often open to public.


THE REVAMP OF PLAZA DE CANALEJAS

Plaza de las Canalejas has long been one of downtown Madrid’s more elegant corners, a small roundabout surrounded by elegant facades and a gateway between Puerta del Sol, Alcalá and Plaza de Santa Ana. A massive redevelopment, finished in 2023, has brought an increase in attractions for upmarket visitors. The northwestern corner of the square, all the way up to Calle de Alcalá, has been transformed into the luxury Four Seasons and Marriott hotels, and a large shopping complex called Galería Canelejas that hosts the likes of Dior, Hermès, Jil Sander and Armani. There is also a massive, elegant (and pricey) food hall.



Find Local Treasures at Mercado de las Ranas

A jolly neighbourhood flea market

Calle Huertas hosts its Mercado de las Ranas – ‘Frogs’ Market’ – every first and third Saturday of the month. Here, local boutiques selling books, antiques, clothes and accessories set up shop on the street, giving the area a lively atmosphere; sometimes there’s food. While the vibe is similar to London’s Portobello Road market, it’s more of a low-key, intimate affair. Live music performances and special deals in neighbourhood restaurants are also a highlight. The market gets its name from the previous incarnation of Calle Lope de Vega, which used to be known as Calle Cantarranas, ‘the street of the singing frogs’ – a throwback to the time when this was a relatively rural area outside of the main city walls.
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MADRID ART DAY

Oliva María Rubio is a photography curator and one of the founders of PHotoEspana/La Fábrica.

Visit the Reina Sofía museum in the morning. Take in its permanent collection, especially Picasso’s Guernica and works by other Spanish painters such as Salvador Dalí, Joan Miró or José Gutiérrez Solana.

Then walk to the Círculo de Bellas Artes, go up to the roof terrace, have a drink and enjoy the beautiful views of the city. From there, walk to Mercado de San Antón and have a meal in any of its small restaurants with all kind of excellent Spanish food.

In the evening go to the Palacio Real to see the sunset and the astonishing skies that look like they’re from a Velázquez painting.




Check Out Local Live Music

Where to hear live tunes

The area of Sol, Santa Ana and Huertas has a rich nightlife, and it pays to know where to go. Choose from amazing jazz at Café Central, where big international names like Chano Domínguez, Tal Farlow and Wynton Marsalis have all played. You’ll hear everything from Latin jazz and fusion to tango and classical jazz. Performers usually play here for a few days and then move on, so getting tickets shouldn’t be a problem, except on weekends. There are two (same) shows, at 8pm and 10pm and tickets can be bought online. The respected jazz magazine Down Beat included this art deco bar on its list of the world’s best jazz clubs, said by some to be the jazz equivalent of earning a Michelin star.

If you want to catch some flamenco, Tablao Flamenco 1911, previously known as Villa Rosa, has been going strong since 1914, and in that time it has seen many manifestations. It established itself as a flamenco venue and has well-regarded shows. The extraordinary tiled facade (1928) is the work of Alfonso Romero, who was also responsible for the tile work in the Plaza de Toros – the facade is a tourist attraction in itself. This long-standing nightclub’s claim to movie fame is that it featured in the Pedro Almodóvar film Tacones lejanos (High Heels; 1991).

Fans of rock, pop, techno, funk and soul, head for Sala El Sol. Madrid institutions don’t come any more beloved than this terrific venue. It opened in 1979, just in time for la movida madrileña (the Madrid scene), and quickly established itself as a leading stage for all the icons of the era. La movida may have mostly faded into history, but it lives on at El Sol, where the music rocks and rolls and usually resurrects the ’70s and ’80s, while soul and funk also get a run. Most concerts start at 11pm, though some acts take to the stage as early as 10pm.

If you want to head-bang at 4am, the Wurlitzer Ballroom is the place for you – a haven for late-night live-music fans in the city. Just off Gran Vía, this small but consistently good venue is a real indie music gem. Reasonable bar prices and post-gig disco are a plus.


HUERTAS’ COLOURFUL PAST

Madrid’s first theatre, the Corral del Príncipe, was the first actual theatre to stage plays in the city. Prior to this, performances were held in communal courtyards, locally known as patios. Like many theatres of the 16th century, these were frequented by the working people and the wealthy alike – the poor standing in an area just under the stage (frequently lobbing vegetables to show their displeasure with the acting), and the rich sitting on the balconies.



Browse Iconic Shops of Old Madrid

Time-travel through historic stores

Bang in the middle of everything on Sol, Casa de Diego is a classic shop that’s been around since 1858 making, selling and repairing Spanish fans, shawls, umbrellas and canes. Nearby, and around since the early 20th century, Guantes Luque is all about handmade gloves and they’re as much for fashionistas (there’s a weird painting of Karl Lagerfeld in the window) as for the señoras of the barrio. Service is old-style, never in a hurry, and the quality is unimpeachable. If you want to see where Spain’s toreros (bullfighters) come to have their  traje de luces (suit of lights, the traditional glittering bullfighting suit) made in all its intricacy, Justo Algaba is the spot, south of Puerta del Sol. On the same street is Santarrufina, a gilded outpost of Spanish Catholicism that has to be seen to be believed. Churches, priests and monasteries are some of the patrons of this overwhelming three-storey shop full of everything from simple rosaries to imposing statues of saints and even a litter used to carry the Virgin in processions. Head downstairs for a peek at the extravagant chapel.

José Ramírez is one of Spain’s best guitar makers and his instruments have been strummed by a host of flamenco greats and international musicians (including the Beatles). Using Honduran cedar, Cameroonian ebony and Indian or Madagascan rosewood (among other materials), and based on traditions dating back over generations, Guitarras Ramírez craftsmanship is of the highest order. Out the back there’s a little museum with guitars dating to 1830. Ask here about classes.

Going down towards the Retiro is Juan Álvarez, another of the most celebrated guitar-makers in Spain. The shop and work space may be tiny, but the family business dates back to 1945 and former clients include Eric Clapton, Compay Segundo and a host of flamenco stars.

Not far from here, and a great pit stop at the end of the day, is Licores Cabello. This family run place really knows its wines and the interior has scarcely changed since 1913, with wooden shelves and a faded ceiling fresco.
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PERFECT MADRID SPOTS

Terry Craven is the co-owner of Desperate Literature Bookshop. @desperateliterature

Cocol is my go-to gift spot for beautiful Spanish items on Plaza de la Paja, right by the Jardín del Príncipe Anglona nice for a pause when you’re running around.

La Taberna Sanlúcar is the best of Madrid’s bustling taverns, with the Mercado de la Cebada just nearby for fresh groceries and weekend drinks.

For contemporary art, around the Rastro there’s Arniches 26 and El Chico and lots to see on Calle del Dr Fourquet.

Whenever I’m around Ópera, I always pop in to see Lucia at La Nodriza for organic veggies, honey and wine, and then I treat myself to a pan con tomate around the corner at Santa Eulalia.






El Retiro & the Art Museums
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CULTURAL HUB IN A GREEN OASIS

Three world-class museums sit along a tree-lined avenue, while to the east lies a stately park. Paseo del Prado and Parque del Buen Retiro were granted World Heritage status in 2021.
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Retiro means ‘retreat’ in Spanish and this is exactly what this area was for the Catholic Monarchs. During visits to Madrid, Queen Isabel and King Fernando would stay out of town at the monastery of San Jerónimo. When Felipe II settled the court permanently in Madrid, the devout king slept soundly in rooms right next to the presbytery.

Remaining firmly out of bounds to your ordinary madrileño, in the 17th century the area was developed further as a palace playground for the less-than-pious King Felipe IV. However, in the 18th century, the much-loved King Carlos III opened up parts of the park to the public. He also gave the unkempt Prado (meadow) a long overdue new look, creating the grand Paseo del Prado and commissioning the construction of Museo del Prado.

Work on the building was interrupted when Napoleon invaded, and much of the old Palacio del Buen Retiro was destroyed by his troops. Though it sustained some damage, the museum survived and opened as an art gallery after the end of the Peninsular War. Parque del Buen Retiro fared much worse – littered with the ruins of the bombed-out palace, it had to be re-landscaped when it became public property in 1868.

The 19th century also saw the inauguration of Atocha station, Spain’s transport hub, which sits at the bottom of Paseo del Prado. Now visitors can alight from a train and easily walk straight to any of the city’s three most prestigious art museums. Up the hill to the east, the huge Parque de El Retiro is filled with quiet corners to take a breather from all of that culture. Acting as the city’s cultural hub and green oasis, it’s easy to see why Paseo del Prado and Parque del Buen Retiro were granted World Heritage status in 2021.
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DON’T MISS

MUSEO DEL PRADO

Royal collection of Spanish and European masterpieces by artists including Goya and Velázquez.

PARQUE DEL BUEN RETIRO

Enjoy the peace and beauty of one of the loveliest city parks in Europe.

MUSEO THYSSEN-BORNEMISZA

Tick off just about every European master under one roof in a grand mansion along Paseo del Prado. 

CENTRO DE ARTE REINA SOFÍA

Be mesmerised by the sheer genius of Picasso’s Guernica and Salvador Dalí’s  The Great Masturbator.

CAIXA FORUM

Marvel at improbable architecture hovering alongside a lush green garden wall.

CENTROCENTRO

Enjoy free art exhibitions before going up to the rooftop for incredible views of Madrid.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Museo del Prado

The Prado is one of the world’s most dazzling art museums. Its vast collection of European paintings includes big names such as Rubens, El Greco, Bruegel, Dürer, Raphael and Rembrandt. But it’s the Spanish Masters that really steal the show, with Velázquez’ enigmatic Las meninas and Goya’s chilling Black Paintings heralding the dawn of modern art.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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The Habsburg Collection

The royal collection begins with Charles V (Carlos I) of Spain, who you can meet in Room 27 on the 1st floor. Sitting triumphantly astride his horse, the ruler had just scored a victory against the Protestants in the Battle of Mühlberg. The equestrian masterpiece is the work of Titian, a painter who also enjoyed the patronage of Charles’ son Felipe II, the first Habsburg to take up permanent residence in Spain. Felipe, whose portrait sits next to his father, was an avid collector of art and, alongside religious paintings and court portraits, Titian supplied the young king with numerous rather saucy paintings of scenes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses.


During his reign, Felipe also developed a taste for Flemish art, using his vast fortune to snaffle works from masters such as Hieronymus Bosch, which can be seen on the ground floor in Room 056A. Here, you’ll find the Garden of Earthly Delights, a hallucinogenic morality tale that never fails to fascinate, while nearby are works from other Flemish masters including Pieter Bruegel’s chilling Triumph of Death in Room 055A and Rogier van der Weyden’s gorgeously composed Descent from the Cross in Room 058.


DON’T MISS

Velázquez’  Las meninas

Goya’s Black Paintings

Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights

Titian’s Emperor Charles V on Horseback

Dürer’s Self-Portrait

Rubens’  Three Graces

El Greco’s Nobleman



Art Worlds Collide

Bridging the gap between the Italian Renaissance and Flemish art – and conveniently next to the lifts – is German artist Albrecht Dürer. In his self-portrait (Room 55), he appears wonderfully arrogant, ready to throw down the kid gloves he grips between his fingers to anyone who would dispute the mastery of classical technique he shows in the life-sized Adam and Eve which hangs beside him.

Going back up to the 2nd floor, it’s worth comparing Titian’s version of Adam and Eve with the one by Rubens. Visiting the court as an ambassador of Brabant, Rubens was able to learn from the Italian and Flemish masterworks in the Habsburg collection. The artist was another Habsburg favourite and their vast collection includes The Three Graces in Room 28 and a wonderful Adoration of the Magi in Room 29.


A WOMAN’S TOUCH

The work of female artists is almost completely absent from the Prado’s walls. One notable exception, however, is Sofonisba Anguissola’s portrait of Felipe II. As a woman, the Italian artist was not able to sign this painting, meaning it was misattributed to the official court painter Alonso Sánchez Coello until her unique touch – she literally smudged the paint with her finger – was identified.



The Golden Age

As masterpieces piled up in the royal collection, Spain became a centre of art in its own right, attracting talent like El Greco whose Nobleman is a key figure in the Prado’s merchandising. Though his distorted phantasmagorical style did not find favour with Felipe II, it did inspire a teenage Picasso visiting the museum centuries later. Near El Greco is the Spanish talent that began to come to the fore during the Siglo de Oro (Golden Age). Particularly outstanding is José de Ribera, a student of Caravaggio famed for his dramatic use of light. Don’t miss his portraits of the saints in Room 8.


EL CASÓN DEL BUEN RETIRO

Once part of a huge palace built for Felipe IV, this building sits above the Prado in front of Parque del Buen Retiro. The ceiling in the former ballroom is decorated with Luca Giordano’s 1697 fresco The Allegory of the Golden Fleece.

It’s now the museum’s study centre, and visits can be booked 30 minutes in advance at the Prado’s information desk.



Velázquez

The stage was now set for the greatest artist of the Siglo de Oro to emerge. Arriving in the Spanish court from Seville in 1622 at the tender age of 24, Diego Velázquez quickly won over the young king Felipe IV and set to work producing the royal portraits.

The most famous of these is his masterpiece, Las meninas (The Maids of Honour) in Room 12. On the face of it, it’s a portrait of the five-year-old Infanta Margarita. Standing in the bottom centre, she’s a luminous figure surrounded by attendants. A closer inspection reveals that the artist has placed himself in the shadows to the left of the little girl, gazing out at the viewer with a shrewd, rather arrogant look on his face. Reflected in a mirror above Margarita’s head are the two tiny figures of King Felipe IV and Queen Mariana of Austria. Is Velázquez supposed to be painting them? If so, why would he choose to diminish the monarch in this way? With his canvas facing away from us, he isn’t giving anything away, allowing the viewer to draw their own conclusions.

The rooms around the royal portraits show more of Velázquez’ work and it’s worth seeking out Vulcan’s Forge in Room 11. Painted on a trip to Rome, it shows the artist had been busy developing his technique, bringing an immediate physicality to the classical scene.


FLEMISH ART

Rembrandt’s Judith at the Banquet of Holofernes is tucked away on the 2nd floor in Room 076. On the same floor, you’ll find more work by Flemish painters including some luminous still lives by Clara Peeters and some lively scenes by David Teniers. It’s one of the less visited parts of the museum, so you’ll find it relatively peaceful.



Goya & the Bourbons

The next great court painter arrived in Madrid a century and a half later in 1775. By this time the Bourbons had risen to power, a dynasty sporting a look that was way more colourful and flashy than the sleek black favoured by the dour Habsburgs. A bold move then, for Francisco de Goya to show his fierce loyalty to Velázquez in a rather gloomy portrait of Carlos IV’s family. Not only does he mimic the master’s dark backgrounds, he also places himself in the painting and can be spied lurking behind his easel, just like Velázquez in Las meninas. Even bolder is his unflattering portrayal of the royal couple: the blank stupidity on the face of the king and the corruption of the famously unfaithful Queen Maria Luisa de Parma show the viewer a regime ripe for a fall. Soon after, Napoleon invaded, sparking off the brutal Peninsular War that forever etched itself in Goya’s psyche. Don’t miss his El dos de mayo and El tres de mayo paintings in Room 64 and the Pinturas negras (Black Paintings) in Room 67, which were executed after the conflict and show just how disturbed the artist had become.
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Garden of Earthly Delights, Hieronymus Bosch | Matt Paco/Lonely Planet ©

19th-Century Art

The Black Paintings can be a bit bleak to contemplate, so it’s a good idea to drop in on your way out to see some smashing work by the master of shimmering light, Joaquín Sorolla. Also of note is Mariano Fortuny’s wonderfully relaxed Nude Old Man in the Sun, which sits beside a copy the artist made of José de Ribera’s Saint Andrew; the juxtaposition allows viewers to see the direct influence of the Siglo de Oro artist on the modern painter.

The history of Spain is even more keenly felt in Room 75 where huge late–19th–century canvases will delight those with a taste for romanticism. Particularly stunning is Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz’ portrayal of Juana the Mad and Emilio Sala Francés’ Expulsion of the Jews. Happily, this room is not far from the museum’s main cafe, where you can take a well-earned rest at the end of your visit.
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EDIFICIO VILLANUEVA

Juan de Villanueva designed this neoclassical building in 1785 to be a museum of natural history. Work was almost complete when Napoleon’s troops invaded in 1808 and used it as a cavalry barracks until 1813. After the monarchy was restored, work began to transform it into a royal art gallery. It opened to the public in 1819 and to this day, the heart of the collection is still housed here.
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TOP EXPERIENCE
Parque del Buen Retiro

Once the exclusive preserve of kings, El Retiro park is now open for everyone to enjoy. Inside its vast grounds, you’ll find a boating lake, exhibition spaces, strutting peacocks and landscaped gardens. The park is particularly lovely in summer, when it acts as a green oasis for the city’s heat-frazzled population, and in autumn when its trees put on a beautiful burnished display.
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Spiritual Retreat

To understand the history of Madrid’s gorgeous park, it’s best to approach the Parque del Buen Retiro from the Museo del Prado. Right above the museum is the church of San Jerónimo El Real. In the 16th century, the devout King Felipe II came here to escape from court life. A quiet area, far outside the old city walls, it became known as El Retiro, meaning ‘retreat’ in Spanish. To this day, the park still serves this purpose as it’s where much of Madrid comes to relax at the weekend.


DON’T MISS

Palacio de Cristal

Estanque Grande

El Ángel Caído

Peacocks in Jardines de Cecilio Rodríguez

Casón del Buen Retiro

Jardín del Parterre

Montaña Artificial

Casa de Fieras




Pleasure Palace

Carrying on up the hill, you’ll come to a main road running alongside El Retiro. At the pedestrian crossing is a large brick building with the words Casón del Buen Retiro above its stone pillars. This is one of just two surviving buildings of what was once a vast pleasure palace built between 1630 and 1660 for Felipe IV. The grandson of the pious Felipe II, this Felipe was a pleasure seeker at heart. Bored of being on his best behaviour in court, he had a different idea of a retreat.

A fan of the theatre - his dalliance with the red-headed actress La Calderona was common knowledge - he needed a place to let his hair down without scandalising the public. Now a study centre for the Prado, the Casón del Buen Retiro was once a huge ballroom and its interior is decorated with a lavish fresco by Luca Giordano. Sadly, frescoes in other buildings, many of which were painted by Velázquez, were destroyed when Napoleon’s troops camped out in the park and set about blowing up the palace and its grounds.


AHUEHUETE TREE

The only tree that dates back to the time of Felipe IV’s pleasure palace is the enormous shaggy ahuehuete (Montezuma cypress) in the Jardín del Parterre. It was planted around 1630 after being brought over from Mexico. Legend has it that it survived because Napoleon’s army balanced cannons in its branches while they were blowing up the rest of the park.



The Boating Lake

The other surviving part of the palace in the park is the large Estanque Grande, which you reach by walking straight up through the Jardín del Parterre and along the Paseo de Paraguay. Here, plays and concerts were performed on an artificial island in the centre while the nobility watched from extravagant boats. Recreations of naval battles were also popular with scale models firing real rounds at each other.

The lake is quite a bit calmer now and visitors can hire rowboats, from which it’s possible to admire the huge monument to Alfonso XII on the east side of the lake. This king came to power after the restoration of the monarchy following the tumultuous First Republic (1873–74) and, as such, is known as the ‘Peacemaker’. Approach the colonnade surrounding Alfonso’s equestrian statue and you can see the coats of arms of all the different regions of Spain above the columns.


TOP TIPS

• You may find the park closed during and after stormy weather as there is a real danger of falling branches.

• Park opening times change depending on the time of year. From October to March, it closes at 10pm and during the warmer months at midnight.

• The park’s temporary exhibition spaces include the Montaña Artificial, Casa de Vacas, Palacio de Velázquez and Palacio de Cristal; entry to all is free.

• Rent a bike or scooter to get around the park. Several docking stations for the BiciMAD electric bikes are found near the park’s entrances.



King’s Caprice

Beyond the lake in the far northeast corner of the park is an area created especially for King Fernando VII. Though the recent reopening of its Montaña Artificial has attracted more visitors, to this day, this far-flung area is not as busy as other parts of the park. This hollow artificial ‘mountain’ was built out of brick in 1817 with a splendid 11m-high and 14m-wide interior dome. Decorated on the outside with vegetation, it also has a series of waterfalls. Unfortunately, this ambitious feature caused damp problems that kept the attraction shut for years.

Climb to the top to get a good view of the Casa del Pescador. Another capricho (folly) created for the king by architect Isidro González Velázquez, this little pink fishing hut sits in the middle of a pond. Right beside it are the picturesque ruins of an 11th-century church that were transported from Ávila and reconstructed here in 1896.

The Old Zoo

Further south on the east side of the park is the Casa de Fieras, or ‘House of Beasts’. El Retiro’s old zoo building is now a library, and the iron bars of its cages have been converted into glass enclosures inside which you can see people quietly reading books. Look above and you can spot stone carvings of lions’ heads. In the grounds beside the library are some of the enclosures left over from what was once Madrid’s zoo. You can still see the ones built after the park became public property in 1868. Conditions were cramped and the old cages beside the library paint a bleak picture. During WWII, European zoos sent their animals to live out the conflict in peace and overcrowding became even worse. Thankfully, the animals were later moved to the more spacious Casa de Campo zoo in 1972.


OUTDOOR LIBRARIES

In the old zoo’s grounds and beside the statue to the writer Galdós are two outdoor bookshelves. These were installed in 1919 as part of an effort to encourage literacy among the young. They were forgotten after the Spanish Civil War but restored in 1994. Anyone is free to pick up or leave a book.



The Philippines Exhibition

Another building with a rather dark past is the beautiful Palacio de Cristal. The cast-iron structure was built to house flora and fauna for the 1887 Philippines exhibition and its curved glass roof was a marvel of engineering at the time. By the pond outside the Palacio de Cristal, native Filipinos in traditional dress were gawked at. While many Spaniards were unaware of this gruesome episode, the human zoo was publicly condemned in a 2021 exhibition held in the greenhouse by Filipino artist Kidlat Tahimik.
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Landscaped Gardens

When El Retiro park fell into public hands, the gardens had not recovered from the damage done by Napoleon’s troops and had to be completely re-landscaped. Starting from scratch, new gardens were created. One of the most notable is the Jardín del Parterre, which runs up to the old Casón del Buen Retiro. Many visitors comment on the unique shapes thrown by its Mediterranean cypresses. It’s thought the lower branches were severely pruned after the trees were afflicted by a blight, giving them their unique form.

Also worth seeking out are the pretty trellised rose garden and walled Jardines de Cecilio Rodríguez. Named after El Retiro’s former head gardener, the latter is famous for its population of peacocks – they hit the headlines back in the pandemic when they went searching for food around the streets of Madrid.
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EL ÁNGEL CAÍDO

The work of Ricardo Bellver, this statue of Lucifer was inspired by Milton’s poem Paradise Lost, and cast in bronze in 1878. It sits on top of a specially made fountain that features gurning devils spitting out water at exactly 666m above sea level. A copy of this statue can be seen up close in the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando.



Activities

From late spring to early summer, El Retiro is filled with outdoor classes. Roller-skating, fencing and Tai Chi are among the activities offered. However, you will need to speak Spanish for most of these. Yoga, by contrast, is an international favourite and Indian instructor Prashant Sharma offers weekly bilingual classes behind the Palacio de Cristal - for more information, check meetup.com. Or why not just lie on your back and look up at the trees? Even now, 500 years since Felipe II first started coming here to get away from it all, El Retiro is still the perfect place to relax and unwind.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía

Part of Madrid’s ‘golden triangle of art’, the Reina Sofía is home to a modern collection mainly focusing on Spanish artists, with figures such as Salvador Dalí and Joan Miró looming large. Its star attraction is indisputably Guernica. A harrowing reflection on the atrocities committed during the Spanish Civil War, Picasso’s masterpiece stuns crowds to this day.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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The Building

The main collection is located in the grand Edificio Sabatini just off from the Paseo del Prado. Originally a hospital in the 18th century, the building stood empty from 1961 until it opened its doors to the public in 1990. In the same year, during renovation work on the old chapel, the mummified remains of three nuns were found in the hospital chapel. Since then, all kinds of rumours have circulated about the site being haunted – understandable if you find yourself walking alone down a stone staircase that echoes with the sound of your footsteps and other eerie noises.


Bolted onto the back is the Edificio Nouvel, an extension that will delight fans of modern architecture. Housing a library, museum shop and cafe, this shiny blood-red structure reaches out over a central courtyard to the older building, dramatically framing Roy Lichtenstein’s Brushstroke sculpture. While you can enter via this building, most of the work on display is in the older Sabatini building. The main draws are located on the 2nd floor, so best to head there first.


DON’T MISS

Pablo Picasso’s Guernica

Ángeles Santos’ A World

Salvador Dalí’s The Invisible Man

Joan Miró’s Man with a Pipe

Man Ray’s Indestructible Object

Juan Gris’ Madame Josette Gris

René Magritte’s Pink Bells, Tattered Skies



Guernica

Kick off your visit with Guernica in Room 205.10 on the 2nd floor. This enormous painting (measuring 3.5m by 7.8m) is a depiction of a brutal bombing raid on the Basque town of Gernika carried out by German and Italian air forces supporting the Nationalist side in the Spanish Civil War. It was painted for the 1937 Paris World’s Fair; Picasso captured the horror of the moment, sounding a warning of atrocities to come during WWII.

Here, you’ll also find Picasso’s preliminary sketches and paintings. Details of the gored horse, weeping woman and dead baby further ram home the powerful anti-war message and attest to Picasso’s startling creative output: his work was produced in under six weeks.


NAVIGATION

The Reina Sofía museum is not easy to navigate. Virtual floor plans are of little use as neither information about the location of paintings nor room numbers are indicated on the downloadable ‘informative guides’. To find individual paintings, check the museum’s website for the room number and refer to the physical floor plans displayed on the museum’s walls.



The Civil War

The Reina Sofía museum is not only about paintings and sculptures. Part of its mission is to document the cultural backdrop against which these works were made, with displays of documentary photographs, posters and publications. Much of this deals with the impact of the civil war on Spanish society and runs chronologically. Near Guernica in Room 205.5, a colourful wall of propaganda posters produced during the war brings the era vividly back to life. On the same floor in Room 208.02, you can see the roots of the conflict as divisions between rich and poor widen.

Rediscovered Masterpiece

The work of long-forgotten female painters is now being celebrated at the Reina Sofía museum. One of the most talented of these is Ángeles Santos (1911–2013). Proof that genius was never the exclusive preserve of male artists, her huge canvas A World is now attracting almost as big a crowd as Guernica  nearby. Having produced it at the tender age of 17, Santos stunned the Spanish art world when it appeared in 1929. With angels and stars shooting off a warped square-shaped earth, it’s an intriguing composition that, like any great artwork, invites audiences to ponder its true meaning.


TOP TIPS

• The €32 Paseo del Arte Pass also gives you access to the Prado and Thyssen-Bornemisza museums.

• The roof of Edificio Nouvel provides protection from the sun and the rain, so it’s best to queue for tickets on this side on hot or rainy days.

• Most of the important works in the main collection are housed on the 2nd floor of the Edificio Sabatini.

• The museum is free on Sundays between 12.30pm and 2.30pm and all other days from 7pm to 9pm, though it’s closed on Tuesdays.



The Cubists

Squared away in Room 204.01 is the museum’s collection of cubist works, an art form invented in Paris by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso. While both were inspired by Cézanne, Picasso also drew inspiration from the mask traditions of Africa and this influence can be seen in his highly stylised Head of a Woman. However, Madrid-born Juan Gris, who arrived later to the scene, really saw its potential, dedicating the rest of his short life to fractured, mathematically minded views of still lives and live subjects, including his partner Madame Josette Gris (Room 204.02).


TAKE A BREAK

With shiny red walls and groovy designer chairs, the museum cafe looks like a set design from a 1970s sci-fi film. However, with regular DJ sessions during the day, NuBel is not the best place to relax. Better instead to head to the outdoor cafes along Calle de Argumosa in nearby Lavapiés.



The Surrealists

Things get even weirder in Room 205.13, where we can see Picasso’s cubism begin to melt into surrealism in The Swimmer. Of course, Salvador Dalí is here too, with his impossible-to-ignore Face of the Great Masturbator and the hair-raising The Invisible Man in nearby Room 206.03. Also close by, in Room 205.15 you can take the weight off your feet and watch The Golden Age, a 63-minute film written by Dalí and Luis Buñuel, the co-creators of An Andalusian Dog.

Lumped together with the surrealists and yet in a class of his own is Catalan artist Joan Miró, whose work is defined by curvaceous shapes in bright primary colours. After his paintings became a symbol of the Barcelona Olympics in 1992, his work began to receive the international acclaim it so richly deserved. Like Dalí’s, his work is scattered throughout the museum, but key pieces such as Man with a Pipe can be seen in Room 206.02.
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Non-Spanish Artists

Surrealism, of course, really sprang from France and representing this is Man Ray’s iconic giant metronome or Indestructible Object, as well as René Magritte’s Pink Bells, Tattered Skies. Other important works by modern artists outside Spain include George Grosz’ prewar nightmares of German life, including Man is Good, and the liberated geometry of Kandinsky’s Free in Room 205.14.
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EL RETIRO PARK ANNEXES

The Reina Sofía museum often holds free temporary exhibitions in its two El Retiro park annexes. Close to the artificial lake, nestled against a lush backdrop of carefully landscaped lawns, the late-19th-century charm of the Palacio de Cristal and Palacio de Velázquez provides the perfect setting for the art lover to contemplate canvases and sculptures in peace.



Spanish Artists to Discover

The Reina Sofía museum offers a terrific opportunity to learn more about lesser-known 20th-century Spanish artists. Among these are: Alfonso Ponce de León, a contemporary of Lorca whose arresting self-portrait in Room 205.06 is well worth checking out; José Solana (Room 205.9 and Room 205.11), a painter preoccupied with the wealth inequalities running up to the civil war; and female artist Delhy Tejero, whose pointy headed creations in Room 203.02 seem to have sprouted from an utterly unique imagination.

Heading upstairs to the quieter 4th floor, visitors can discover more about post-war Spain. Works by lesser-known Spanish artists worth seeking out include Joan Ponç’s playful Composition (Room 400.05), Pancho Cossío’s beautiful yet unnerving Portrait of Ramiro de Ledesma (Room 400.01) and Francisco Nieva’s avant-garde Postism (Room 400.04).

The Courtyard

Round off your visit with a trip downstairs. On your way to the courtyard on the ground floor, you might come across Thomas Schütte’s humorous Imps: 12 grimacing bronze heads that line one of the corridors leading to the museum’s lovely outdoor garden. With the old hospital building rising above you, here you can take a break by the fountain and listen to Alexander Calder’s enormous mobile move in the breeze and perhaps, underneath the creak of aluminium even make out the distant moans of the very modern museum’s ancient ghosts.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza

Baron Thyssen-Bornemisza’s collection has occupied a mansion set back from the Paseo del Prado since 1992. During his lifetime, the baron acquired artworks from major artists with the enthusiasm of a young boy trading baseball cards. Including works by Dürer, Caravaggio, Degas and Roy Lichtenstein, the collection will satisfy the most fickle of art connoisseurs.



PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Medieval Art

The first few rooms on the 2nd floor are home to medieval art, predominantly Italian, German and Flemish religious paintings from the 13th and 14th centuries. Highlights include Petrus Christus’ mysterious Virgin of the Dry Tree, in which Mary and Jesus stand out against a black background, illuminated in divine light; and Jan van Eyck’s The Annunciation Diptych, a monochrome masterpiece that looks deceptively three-dimensional.

Renaissance Portraiture

Turning the corner into Room 5, you encounter the instantly recognisable Portrait of Henry VIII by Holbein the Younger. Nearby is Juan de Flandes’ portrait of the king’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon, still innocent of what she had in store. Among these early Renaissance works is Piero della Francesca’s exquisite Portrait of a Boy. But the real showstopper comes in Room 7 with the full-length portrait Young Knight in a Landscape. Misattributed to Dürer until a cleaning in the 1950s revealed Vittore Carpaccio’s signature, the gorgeously detailed composition is rich with symbols, much of which have yet to be decoded.

Dürer himself makes an appearance in the next room with Jesus Among the Doctors, painted during the German master’s second visit to Italy where he caused quite a stir. In this vaguely disturbing painting, he wows his audience with his technical mastery, placing many pairs of expressive hands at the centre of the composition.


DON’T MISS

Dalí’s Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate

Caravaggio’s Portrait of Saint Catherine of Alexandria

Degas’ Swaying Dancer

Francis Bacon’s George Dyer in a Mirror

Dürer’s Jesus Among the Doctors

Georgia O’Keeffe’s New York Street with Moon

Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait

Picasso’s Harlequin with a Mirror

Edward Hopper’s Hotel Room



The Italians & the Spanish

Riding high on the crest of the Renaissance, sumptuous canvases by Venetian artists Tintoretto and Titian are displayed in Rooms 7 and 11, while right next door in Room 12, the ever-subversive Caravaggio wows with his naughty Portrait of Saint Catherine of Alexandria. Posed provocatively stroking a sword, the model for this religious painting was a famous courtesan. Two equally stunning paintings of Saint Jerome and the limp figure of the crucified Christ, illuminated against brooding backgrounds, show the clear influence of the Italian master on Spanish painter José de Ribera.

Dark drama also abounds in The Judgement of Solomon in Room 14. This is an enormous canvas by Luca Giordano, a Neapolitan painter who studied under Ribera before finding favour in the Spanish court, winning grand commissions such as the fresco in the Prado’s Casón del Buen Retiro. In Room 15, baroque Spanish painter Francisco de Zurbarán’s portrait of Saint Casilda combines the brooding darkness of Caravaggio’s influence with a wonderful eye for detail, and it’s worth stopping for a moment to admire the gorgeous fabric of the saint’s dress.
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TAKE A BREAK

The museum cafe is located right outside in a modern glass building overlooking a pretty lawn; however it’s expensive and disappointing, so it’s best only used as a coffee shop. If you’re looking to eat something more substantial, head to the Huertas district via Calle de Cervantes leading from the Fuente de Neptuno.



The 17th Century

In Room 17 the focus is widened with a collection of Canaletto’s views of Venice. His Piazza San Marco, taken from an unusually high angle, with birds soaring around the Campanile (bell tower), is particularly uplifting. Precision-rendering of scenes goes up a notch with the exquisite Dutch art and Jan van Bronkhorst’s Portrait of a young man playing a lute in Room 23 setting the tone for the following four rooms. There are plenty of highlights, including Gabriël Metsu’s The Cook in Room 25, Pieter Jansz’ charmingly dishevelled church facade in Room 26 and Rembrandt’s rather sorrowful self-portrait in Room 27.


TOP TIPS

• Apart from the Baroness’ Collection, works are arranged top down in chronological order. If you want to begin with medieval art, start at the 2nd floor. Those who want to skip ahead to the late 19th century can begin on the 1st floor.

• The quietest time to visit is when doors open at 10am, and the second quietest time is the hour before doors close at 7pm.

• The museum is free all day on Monday.

• The €32 Paseo del Arte Pass also gives you access to the Prado and Reina Sofía museums.



The 19th Century

Downstairs on the 1st floor, a definite shift occurs as you move into the modern era. In Room 32, John Singer Sargent’s Onion Seller looks out from the shadows beside a window that gives a blurred but splendid view of Venice and presages the arrival of the Impressionists in Room 33. Here, Degas’ Swaying Dancer with its dynamic figures rendered in luminous pastels draws the crowds. Don’t pass by his study of elegant women trying on sumptuous feathered hats right next to it. While the same room also has landscapes by Gauguin and Monet, Van Gogh’s dynamic canvases in Room 34 steal the show – take in his Evening Landscape, in which thin trees waver like plumes of smoke against a blood-red sunset.


GOYA

Just before heading downstairs from the 2nd floor, you’ll come across Goya’s portrait of Fernando VII. The Spanish court painter, who would later come up with the bizarre Black Paintings displayed in the Prado, bridges the gap between the classical and modern eras bravely giving us a vision of a smug, rather self-satisfied and corrupt king.



The 20th Century

Venturing further, George Grosz uses cubist techniques to highlight the alienation of modern man in the spectacular Metropolis. Close by, Room 41 is dedicated to the boxy art movement, filled with paintings by Juan Gris, Braque and Picasso. Fans of Pablo will also want to look out for his Harlequin with a Mirror further on in Room 45.


After the cubists, the art displayed moves into abstraction with pieces by Mondrian, Miró, Klee and Kandinsky until you reach Room 44, where surrealists hold sway. Here, things get weird and wonderful with pieces by Magritte and Max Ernst, though the hallucinatory climax is arguably Dalí’s Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate, One Second Before Waking Up.

American artists then make their mark, most notably Edward Hopper in Room 45 – his lonely interiors such as Hotel Room still resonate to this day. Afterwards come bolder abstract works, including Jackson Pollock’s Brown and Silver I (Room 46) and the deceptively simple but strangely pleasing Untitled (Green on Maroon) by Mark Rothko (Room 47). Also of note are Joseph Cornell’s magical boxed compositions of found objects in Room 48.

Bringing things to a brilliant conclusion, the collection moves back into figurative art with Francis Bacon’s disturbing 1968 portrait of his doomed lover George Dyer in a Mirror (Room 49). Near the Bacon canvas, you’ll find Lucian Freud’s work, which includes a portrait of Baron Thyssen, the owner of this impressive collection.
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Christ on the Cross, Zurbarán | Sylvain Sonnet/Getty Images ©


NAZI LOOT

Camille Pissarro’s Rue Saint-Honoré in the Afternoon has a sad story attached to it. In 1939, German Jew Lilly Cassirer Neubauer was forced to hand the painting over to the Nazis in exchange for an exit visa. Later, Baron Thyssen-Bornemisza bought it unaware of its provenance. Lilly’s family were unable to get it returned after a US court ruled in favour of the museum in 2024.



The Baroness’ Collection

Before leaving, don’t miss the Baroness’ collection which begins in Room A with two stunning paintings by Canaletto and a Garden of Eden by Jan Bruegel the Elder, filled with detailed renditions of gorgeous fauna that eclipse the tiny, rather puny Adam and Eve in the background. The Baroness’ penchant for idyllic landscapes and soft muted light is evident in the next rooms; among these, you’ll find Van Gogh in a nicer, less startling mood with his Watermill at Gennep in Room C. The same room also houses a rare Kandinsky crowd scene composed in notes of bright colours. Paul Gauguin’s Tahitian idyll of Mata Mua and Toulouse-Lautrec’s dramatic The Jockeys compete for your attention in Room F. Further on in Room H are Pablo Picasso’s dynamic The Harvesters, Matisse’s tranquil vision of a Conversation Under Olive Trees and a trio of geese by Munch. However, the biggest treat comes towards the end in Room J with Georgia O’Keeffe’s fantastic rendition of a New York Street with Moon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Caixa Forum

2Centro de Arte Reina Sofía

3CentroCentro

4Museo del Prado

5Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza

6Parque del Buen Retiro

SIGHTS

7Banco de España

8Bosque del Recuerdo

9Casón del Buen Retiro

10El Ángel Caído

11Estanque Grande

12Fuente de Cibeles

13Fuente de Neptuno

14Fuente Egipcia

15Huerto del Francés

16Iglesia de San Jerónimo El Real

17Jardín del Parterre

18Jardines de Cecilio Rodríguez

19La Rosaleda

20La Serrería Belga

21Montaña Artificial

22Monument to Alfonso XII

23Monumento a Galdós

24Monumento a Ramón y Cajal

25Museo Nacional de Antropología

26Museo Nacional de Artes Decorativas

27Museo Naval

28Palacio de Cristal

29Puerta de Alcalá

30Real Fábrica de Tapices

31Real Jardín Botánico

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

32Casa de Fieras

SLEEPING

3360 Balconies Atocha

34Hotel Agumar

35Hotel Mora

36Mandarin Oriental Ritz

37Only YOU Atocha

EATING

38Hasta los Andares

39Holy Grain Bakery

40La Castela

41Mi Pan de Siempre

42Mia Bakery & Specialty Coffee

43Panem

44Restaurante Castelados

45Restaurante Mercado de Ibiza

46Sazón-arte

47Sukaldea Atotxa

48Vinos de Bellota

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

49Champagne Bar

50Farándula Madrid

51Fogg Bar Birras & Burgers

● Inverso Cocktails (see 46)





MORE IN EL RETIRO & THE ART MUSEUMS

Picnic in the Park

Dine alfresco in El Retiro

From late spring to early autumn, El Retiro fills with groups enjoying picnics against the park’s stunning backdrop. Some of these can be elaborate affairs: roped off for privacy, decorated with balloons and accompanied by hired musicians. These events are all carefully planned, as getting all the right gear in and buying food can be a challenge.

If you want to join in the fun, scope out picnic treats in the district of Ibiza to the east of the park. Here, you’ll find an indoor municipal market at Calle de Ibiza 8, where you can pick up fresh fruit, Manchego cheese and sliced jamón (ham). If you feel like splashing out, you can simply hire a company to prepare everything for you. Picnic Madrid (picnic-madrid.com) offers free delivery to El Retiro park; prices for groups of eight or more start at €14 per person. This deal comes with a bottle of wine but be advised that, as in all public spaces in Madrid, drinking alcohol isn’t permitted – you can be hit with a hefty fine if you’re caught. That said, this rule doesn’t tend to be enforced in the Parque del Buen Retiro.

Once you’ve organised the food, all that remains is to pick a nice spot. While there are countless places to choose from, for the best views the grassy area by the lake in front of the Palacio de Cristal can’t be beat.
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THE BIRDS OF EL RETIRO PARK

Caridad Melgarejo, Director of Conservation at El Retiro, reveals the local birdlife. @parque_del_retiro

You can see many different kinds of birds in El Retiro. Over the last two years, we have extensively catalogued them and noticed that these tend to group in the heart of the park, especially around the lakes where we have ducks, Egyptian geese, mallards and even black swans.

In the morning and mid-afternoon, the Estanque Grande fills up with seagulls of all kinds. In terms of birds of prey, we have Eurasian sparrowhawks, kites, Spanish imperial eagles, peregrine falcons and kestrels. We have cuckoos that are delightful to hear, and the striking Eurasian hoopoes that stop off here while migrating and sometimes stay as Madrid’s climate is gradually getting warmer.



Cabinets of Curiosities

Explore the area’s older museums

Ancient bones, 16th-century maps and Oriental art are just a few of the many curiosities you can discover by visiting the El Retiro area’s lesser-known museums. By Atocha station, you can find the Museo Nacional de Antropología, which has a room dedicated to its founder, Dr Pedro González de Velasco. Containing the skeleton of ‘El Gigante Extremeño’ – a giant nearly 2.5m tall – and filled with cabinets displaying the skulls of indigenous people, the slightly unpalatable legacy of Spain’s colonial past can be strongly felt here. Happily, the rest of the museum has been updated to please modern sensibilities and has an impressive collection of clothing, images and everyday objects from indigenous cultures in Africa, Asia and the Americas.

This collection, of course, wouldn’t have been possible without Spain’s seafaring past. Those with an interest in ships and navigation should make their way to the Museo Naval, where you can find models of ships from the country’s earliest maritime days to the 20th century. Lovers of antique maps will also find plenty of interest, especially Juan de la Cosa’s parchment map of the known world, put together in 1500. The accuracy of Europe and Africa is astounding, and it’s it is thought to be the first map to show the Americas. Also of interest is the wall-sized map showing Spanish maritime journeys of discovery from the 15th to 18th centuries. Littered throughout this pleasant exhibition space are dozens of uniforms, weapons, flags and other naval paraphernalia.

This vast shipping network, of course, brought in fine Oriental porcelain and other goods that sparked a revolution in the decorative arts. This explosion of creativity is explored just up the road on Calle de Montalbán at the Museo Nacional de Artes Decorativas. Besides ceramics, this museum is chock-full of period furniture, textiles and other artisanal delights with innumerable treasures displayed in beautiful wooden cabinets offering a window into a bygone world.


RETIRO’S BEST MONUMENTS

El Ángel Caído

This 1878 statue of Lucifer by Ricardo Bellver stands 666m above sea level.

Monument to Alfonso XII

Known as ‘the peacemaker’, this king is mounted high on his horse in a magnificent colonnade.

Fuente Egipcia

This faux Egyptian fountain was built in 1850. Legend has it that Felipe IV’s fortune is buried here.

Monumento a Ramón y Cajal

Nobel Prize-winning scientist famous for mapping the structures of neurons in the brain.

Monumento a Galdós

Famed for being Spain’s answer to Dickens, Galdós immortalised Madrid in his literature.



Eating Around El Retiro: Best Spanish Restaurants

Vinos de Bellota: While you pay for the location, dishes are excellent, particularly the fideuà (fish and seafood noodle dish). noon-midnight Tue-Sat, to 7pm Sun €€

La Tasquería Michelin-starred version of classic Madrid casquería dishes including tripe and offal. 1.30-4pm & 8.30-11pm Mon-Sat €€

Restaurante Castelados: Generous servings of bull’s tail and crispy croquettes in a pleasantly unpretentious setting. 12.30-5pm & 8pm-1am €€

Restaurante Mercado de Ibiza: Stylish restaurant with warm wooden floors, offering traditional fare such as rich ropa vieja (beef stew) and bull’s tail. 1pm-midnight €€



CARLOS III’S GRAND PLAN
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Begin this walk just outside El Retiro park at the stunning 1 Puerta de Alcalá. Now looking better than ever after a €3-million facelift, this monumental gate to the city was created at the behest of Carlos III. It’s one of many changes the enlightened ruler made when he first arrived in Madrid in 1759.

Dragging Spain into the modern era, he founded many institutions such as the  2 Banco de España. He also wanted to reshape the look of the city, and the Paseo del Prado was part of that project. One of the principal architects was Ventura Rodríguez, who designed the fountains along this grand avenue, including the 3 Fuente de Cibeles on the grand roundabout outside the bank. If you happen to see a football scarf around the Greek goddess’ neck, Real Madrid fans have been celebrating. Carrying on down the pleasant green passageway between the main roads (closed off to traffic on Sundays between 9am and 4pm), you’ll come to the 4 Fuente de Neptuno, another of Rodríguez’ iconic fountains.

Further down on your left you’ll see the 5 Museo del Prado. When Carlos III commissioned Juan de Villanueva to construct this building three years before he died in 1788, the monarch envisaged it as a museum of natural history. Part of this project was the 6 Real Jardín Botánico right beside the museum. Here, the king’s original vision continues and the gardens are still used for research purposes. However, visitors are welcome to roam around the pretty grounds. Entry costs €4, though you can also look through the railings at the beautiful flowerbeds if you don’t fancy going in.




Tapestry Factory Tour

Weaving art at the Real Fábrica de Tapices

Spain’s monarchy has always shown off its wealth by collecting sumptuous tapestries. But after Spain lost Flanders in the War of the Spanish Succession, the Bourbon dynasty lost access to the beautiful tapestries that up until then had been produced in the region. King Felipe V’s solution was to bring the Vandergoten family of master craftspeople over in 1721, founding his own tapestry factory. Though it’s moved location, the Real Fábrica de Tapices remains in business to this day near Atocha station and is one of only a few European workshops where tapestries are still made by hand.

A guided tour takes visitors through rooms filled with artisans patiently weaving wooden bobbins through vertical thread ‘skeletons’ that drop from huge wooden frames. It’s painstaking work and a square metre alone will take anywhere upwards of a month to weave. The most difficult parts to execute are the faces – here the master weaver takes over, ensuring the expression of the subject reflects the artist’s original work. Instead of sitting comfortably on stools, weavers in the past would work lying on their backs with the frame stretched horizontally above their heads.

Initial works closely resembled the kind of Flemish tapestries you can see in the Habsburg section of the Galería de las Colecciones Reales. That was until a young Francisco de Goya arrived on the scene. New to Madrid and immediately fascinated with the vibrant city, Goya began to design tapestries that portrayed the lively scenes he saw around him. Though he would become painter to the king, Goya was a man of the people and particularly loved everyday everyday Madrid life. His tapestries can be seen on the floor dedicated to the Bourbons in the Galería de las Colecciones Reales and his original tapestry designs in the Museo del Prado. If you take a tour of the Real Fábrica de Tapices, one of the highlights is Goya’s vivid depiction of El Rastro flea market.
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Museo Naval | JJFarq/Shutterstock ©


THE WELLINGTON EFFECT

A restored water wheel is located right next to the statue of the fallen angel in the south of El Retiro park. It once powered a porcelain factory that was established in 1760 by the modernising King Carlos III.

At the time, other European countries were racing to refine their production of porcelain, and Carlos’ factory was the envy of many other manufacturers. When Wellington briefly liberated Madrid from the French in 1812, he destroyed it, supposedly so that Napoleon’s troops would not be able to lodge there again. However, some think it was also so that the Spanish would no longer be able to rival the British in this field.




DINING OUT IN HUERTAS

When visiting the Thyssen-Bornemisza or Prado museums, the neighbouring Huertas barrio is your best bet for dining-out options, as the few restaurants close to the Prado can be pricy.



Eating Around El Retiro: Best Tapas

Hasta los Andares: Platters of cold meats and cheese in a rustic Ibiza tavern right by El Retiro park. noon-4.30pm & 8pm-midnight Tue-Sun €

Sazón-arte: This cosy yet refined tapas bar does excellent succulent pork cheek and rich blood sausage. 1-3.30pm & 8.30-11pm Tue, Fri & Sat €€

Sukaldea Atotxa: Basque cuisine meets Asian in a paired-down bar that offers pintxos (Basque tapas), gyoza and bao. noon-midnight €€

La Castela: Lively tavern offering scallops and other seafood delights. Terrace seating is recommended. 12.30-5pm & 8-12.30am Mon-Sat €€

Gallery Hopping

Where to find modern art exhibitions

While Madrid’s ‘golden triangle of art’ tends to dominate itineraries, there are many other galleries besides the Prado, Reina Sofía and Thyssen-Bornemisza. These spaces host a range of contemporary exhibitions that are often free or much cheaper than the giants that eclipse them. Probably the least famous and most intriguing is the Museo La Neomudéjar, a cutting-edge gallery in an enormous industrial space close to Atocha station. Formerly a training centre for railway employees, this independent initiative showcases artwork that goes beyond the conventional to embrace the deeply political, including feminist, queer and anti-capitalist themes.

Another repurposed industrial space is La Serrería Belga, a state-run gallery housed in a former sawmill. The whopping 4000-sq-metre area hosts a wide range of exhibitions including photography, art and design. Right beside it, you’ll find the Caixa Forum. One of the city’s most eye-catching landmarks, this extraordinary brick structure seems to hover above the ground. On an adjacent wall is the gallery’s jardín colgante (hanging garden), a lush vertical wall of greenery almost four storeys high. Inside, there are four floors of exhibition space dedicated to photography, contemporary painting and multimedia shows.


Those hankering for more greenery can head across the road to the Real Jardín Botánico. Within the beautifully tended gardens is the Pabellón Villanueva, which you can access if you buy a ticket that includes entry to exhibitions. These often examine the natural world through art or photographs.

The last important gallery sits at the end of Paseo del Prado by the Fuente de Cibeles. One of Madrid’s more surprising and diverse cultural spaces, CentroCentro is housed in the Palacio de Comunicaciones. Designed by Antonio Palacios, the architect responsible for some of Madrid’s most iconic buildings, the structure itself is a work of art. Originally a post and telegraph office, the enormous building now also houses Madrid’s local government. Even so, a whopping 5000 sq metres over four floors are dedicated to exhibitions; some are free and for some you’ll have to pay to enter.
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WHY I LOVE THE MUSEO DEL PRADO

Felicity Hughes, Lonely Planet writer

My appreciation of the Prado’s spectacular collection has grown over time. In the beginning, it was simply the place my art historian father demanded to go to as soon as he hit Madrid.

Having him explain the brilliance of Velázquez’ feathered brushwork and genius for composition stirred an interest that properly flourished during the pandemic. When the city fell silent, the people in the paintings seemed to come to life – especially, naughty characters like Felipe IV whose exploits I find endlessly entertaining. Now, I’m the proud owner of an art card and I can drop in whenever I fancy to view the incredibly rich collection begun by Spain’s Habsburg monarchy. Each time I do, I fall in love with another work of art.



Drinking Around El Retiro: Best Bars

Fogg Bar Birras & Burgers: No-frills bar offering nine beers on tap to enjoy with burgers, nachos or chicken wings. 1-4pm & 7-11pm Tue-Sat

Inverso Cocktails: Innovative Italian bar with traditional yet creative fare, including tapas-style pizza and polpette meatballs. 3pm-1am Sat-Tue

Farándula Madrid: Well-crafted and inventive cocktails shine against fierce leopard-print walls in an intimate lounge bar. 6pm-1am

Champagne Bar: Pull out all the stops in the Mandarin Oriental hotel’s upscale bar. Good for romantic proposals. 1-4pm & 8-11pm
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Real Jardín Botánico | Lucian Milasan/Shutterstock ©


BEST GARDENS IN EL RETIRO PARK

Jardín del Parterre

Pathways wind through flowerbeds and tranquil pools in this French-style garden.

Jardines de Cecilio Rodríguez

Large walled garden to the southeast of the park that’s filled with strutting peacocks.

La Rosaleda

This romantic garden really comes into its own in late spring, when its roses climb the arched trellises.

Huerto del Francés

Its almond trees usually bloom in late February – the short-lived floating pink cloud eventually bursts into a shower of petals.

Bosque del Recuerdo

Each cypress or olive tree here was planted in memory of one of the victims of the Atocha massacre in 1977.



Eating in Ibiza: Best Bakeries

Panem: From cruffins to roscón de reyes (Spain’s answer to brioche), this place is famed for its fancy treats. 9am-8pm Tue-Sat €€

Holy Grain Bakery: A dream for celiacs, this bakery makes everything gluten-free, from doughnuts to cinnamon rolls. 9am-9.30pm €€

Mi Pan de Siempre: The best place to pick up a freshly baked sourdough loaf or an empanada for the park. 8.30am-9pm €€

Mia Bakery & Specialty: Enjoy your excellent cinnamon rolls and croissants in a well-curated white space. 8pm-8pm Tue-Sun €€




Barrio Salamanca
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ARISTOCRATIC HERITAGE

The grand vision of the roguish Marquis of Salamanca to develop an elegant quarter of Madrid in the latter part of the 19th century has been realised in this neighbourhood, an enclave of architectural and cultural treasures.
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Luxurious, affluent and chic – welcome to Madrid’s glamorous side. Built in the late 19th century as an exclusive quarter of the Spanish aristocracy, the Barrio Salamanca is distinguished by its grid-like layout (reminiscent of Manhattan), considered an urban innovation back then. Stately mansions share space with elegant restaurants, art galleries, auction houses and upscale shops along wide avenues and plazas.

The neighbourhood takes its name from José de Salamanca y Mayol, later named the Marqués de Salamanca by Queen Isabel II. The rogue marquis led a roller-coaster life of financial adventures that included successfully refinancing Spain’s debt as the Minister of Finance, and later in life, losing 150 million reales when the stock market crashed. Salamanca was the driving force behind the ambitious real estate venture to create an upscale quarter in Madrid that would rival the elegance of Paris.

Today, the Barrio Salamanca stands out as one of Europe’s most prime locations with some of the highest real estate values in the region. This neighbourhood is also a paradise for luxury shoppers, with its array of high-end designer boutiques along the streets of the Milla de Oro (Golden Mile). In between window-shopping, you can dine and sip Rioja wine among the well-heeled set in stylish outdoor terraces. Yet the Golden Mile isn’t just about luxury shopping and dining – along Calle de Serrano are two of Madrid’s premier heritage museums, the Museo Arqueológico Nacional and the Museo Lázaro Galdiano, which house a wealth of cultural treasures.

At the eastern end of Salamanca lies the more modest Guindalera neighbourhood, home to the world-famous bullring, the Plaza de Toros de Las Ventas. Wherever you stand on the controversial subject of bullfighting, it is undeniable that the landmark built in the neo-Mudéjar style is a majestic vision.
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Plaza de Toros | Rudy Sulgan/Getty Images ©


DON’T MISS…

MUSEO ARQUEOLÓGICO NACIONAL

Spain’s premier museum dedicated to Spanish history. 

PLAZA DE COLÓN

Central public square commemorating Christopher Columbus with modern abstract structures and pools. 

LA MILLA DE ORO

Luxury shopping district showcasing top international and local designers. 

MUSEO LÁZARO GALDIANO

Private art collection housed in a three-storey 20th-century Italianate mansion.

PLAZA DE TOROS

Coliseum-like bullfighting arena built in the Mudéjar (Moorish) style.

CASA ÁRABE

Cultural centre dedicated to Spain’s Arabic heritage, housed in restored 19th-century building.

ESPACIO SOLO

Avant-garde, interactive exhibition space with experimental artworks in mixed mediums.

IGLESIA DE SAN MANUEL Y SAN BENITO

Neo-Byzantine domed church with extraordinary mosaics.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Casa Árabe

2Espacio Solo

3Iglesia de San Manuel y San Benito

4Museo Arqueológico Nacional

5Museo Lázaro Galdiano

6Plaza de Colón

SIGHTS

7Edificio Castelar

8Edificio Fernando Higueras

9Fundación BBVA

10Museo Casa de la Moneda

11Palacio Marques de Amboage

12Parroquia de Nuestra Señora del Rosario de Filipinas

13Puerta de Alcalá

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14Baan Bua Thai Massage

15Divernis Connecting Spa

16Fariolen

17Organic Spa

18Templo del Masaje Goya

SLEEPING

19Casa de Huéspedes Galaica

20DormirdCine

21Hotel Zenit Abeba

22Relais & Chateaux Heritage Madrid

23Villa Magna

24Wellington Hotel & Spa

EATING

25Bel Mondo

26Casa Dani

27Delphina

28El Paraguas

29El Perro y Galleta

30La Bien Apreciada

31La Desayunería

32La Máquina

33La Mejor Tarta de Chocolate del Mundo

34Ramses

35Restaurante Cañadio

36Restaurante Gallego As Pedriñas Novas

37StreetXO

38Taberna Los Gallos

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

39CarmenBar

● CircusXO (see 37)

40Fénix Cocktail Bar

41La Colonia Ultramar

42La Merendona

43Magerit Cocktail Bar

44Manolo Bakes

SHOPPING

45ABC Serrano

46Adolfo Dominguez

47Bimani

48Bimba y Lola

49Camper

40Designer Exchange

51Loewe

52Malíparmi

● Mercado de la Paz (see 26)

● Pedro García (see 38)

53Tiahra

54WOW Concept





TOP EXPERIENCE
Museo Arqueológico Nacional

The Museo Arqueológico Nacional (MAN) contains a spectacular array of artefacts behind its grand neoclassical facade. The excellent permanent collection includes finds from prehistoric to medieval times. With an assortment of Roman statues, Greek vases and ancient coinage on display, there’s no danger of disappointment.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Twin Guardians of Knowledge

Founded in 1867, this excellent museum occupies the sprawling Palace of the National Library and Museums. The palace itself is an architectural marvel – a 19th-century neoclassical building with a large central courtyard.

Two familiar characters from Greek mythology sit at the museum’s main entrance. With wings unfurled over the head, plus the torso of a woman and the body of a lion, the twin sphinxes were believed to be guardians of knowledge.


DON’T MISS

Twin sphinxes at the museum entrance

Palace courtyard

The Lady of Elche

Bronze Age warrior stela

The Lady of Baza

King Recceswinth’s crown

Napier’s calculating machine



Spain’s Multi-Layered History

MAN tells Spain’s story through multimedia installations, tactile displays (great for kids) and exhibition spaces featuring an astounding collection of artefacts and archaeological treasures spread across multiple floors.


Visitors are welcomed with an audio-visual installation showing Spain through the ages. It spans Roman, Visigothic, Islamic and Christian rule. From here, you embark on a chronological journey through 40 galleries starting with the country’s prehistory, followed by Roman Hispania; the Muslim- era; Al-Andalus and the Middle Ages, up until the reign of the Reyes Católicos (Catholic Monarchs). This interactive experience is a glimpse into sheer vastness of the Spanish empire that once stretched across Europe, Africa, the Americas and Asia.

Notable tactile displays to keep an eye out for include ‘From Iberia to Hispania’ and ‘The Unity of the Roman Empire’. These detail Spain’s Romanisation, which brought profound changes in its culture, governance and architecture.

‘Andalucian and Mudéjar Architectural Decoration’ is another fascinating installation that reveals the Moors’ lasting and enriching influence on the country’s architecture and aesthetics.


ACCESSIBLE TO ALL

All exhibition halls and restrooms are wheelchair-friendly and equipped with ramps and elevators for people with reduced mobility. For the visually impaired, permanent exhibition rooms have tactile stations and Braille features, along with reproductions of selected objects allowing visitors to experience them through touch. Special guided tours for people with disabilities are led by trained professionals.



Museum Showpieces

While it could take days to fully explore the museum’s treasures, certain standout artefacts shouldn’t be missed.

In Room 13, you’ll find the museum’s showpiece, the Lady of Elche – an exquisite stone sculpture of a richly adorned woman, excavated by chance at an archaeological site near the town of Elche in southeastern Spain. This icon of Iberian culture remains shrouded in mystery, spawning theories of her identity as a goddess, priestess or deified aristocratic woman. Another distinguished Iberian dama sits in Room 11 – the Lady of Baza is a carved limestone anthropomorphic urn from the 4th century BCE.

Head to Room 9 for the warrior stela from Solana de Cabañas, depicting a local chieftain with the symbols of power that legitimised his reign over the territory. It is inscribed in a stone slab dating back to the Bronze Age.

An equally stellar piece displayed in Room 23 is the bejewelled crown of King Recceswinth, the Visigothic ruler of Hispania in the 7th century.

Over in Room 38 you’ll find a curious currency, the Tevau or ‘feather money’ consisting of a coil of red feathers; it was used in traditional marriage ceremonies and economic transactions. Something more ‘modern’ is found in Room 28: Napier’s calculating machine, a 16th-century invention performing mathematical calculations.


TOP TIPS

• The museum is free to the public on Saturday afternoons from 2pm onwards, and on Sunday mornings.

• If you’re short on time, prioritise visiting the museum’s highlights. Pick up a flyer at the entrance with a map showing the standout treasures and their corresponding rooms.

• After your visit, take some time to explore the museum’s surroundings. The MAN is strategically located near several cultural landmarks, including Plaza de Colón, Parque del Buen Retiro and Puerta de Alcalá.








MORE IN THE BARRIO SALAMANCA

One Man’s Treasure at the Museo Lázaro Galdiano

A mansion of art marvels

The lavish private art collection of Don José Lázaro Galdiano (1862–1947) is housed in the Museo Lázaro Galdiano, a three-storey 20th-century Italianate mansion on Calle de Serrano.

Born in Navarra, Lázaro Galdiano began his journalistic career as an art critic for the Barcelona daily La Vanguardia before moving to Madrid in 1888, where he built his astounding collection. In his lifetime, the passionate art connoisseur, publisher and bibliophile amassed over 13,000 works of art and cultural treasures, which he bequeathed to the city of Madrid.

The sheer scale and variety of treasures from one man’s collection are almost inconceivable. They include paintings, porcelain, bronzes, silver, jewellery, sculptures, furniture, religious relics and weapons. The collection features exceptional European art that he acquired on his travels, including works by Hieronymus Bosch, Claudio Coello, El Greco, Auguste Rodin and Francisco de Zurbarán. There are rooms dedicated to the French, Italian, Flemish and English schools of art, as well as spaces paying homage to Goya and Velázquez. A room on the ground floor showcases a jaw-dropping assembly of antique jewellery, including Phoenician, Visigothic and Byzantine decorative pieces.

Apart from the permanent collection, the museum also hosts temporary exhibitions of contemporary artists, whose works are interspersed with Lázaro Galdiano’s collection on the 2nd and 3rd floors. On Thursdays, entry is free from 4.30pm to 7.30pm.
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LOCAL FAVOURITES

Rafael José García, madrileño born and bred, has lived in the Barrio Salamanca for more than 50 years and works as a Madrid tour guide. He shares some neighbourhood highlights:

Try Casa Dani’s famous tortilla de patatas (egg and potato omelette) in the Mercado de la Paz, with Spanish wine, a caña or a vermouth.

The Casa Árabe hosts an interesting cultural centre with Arabic lessons, exhibitions, a cinema and a bookshop. On the same street, you’ll find the beautiful Neo-Byzantine church San Manuel y San Benito.

The Palacio Marques de Amboage is a splendid French-style palace surrounded by a garden. It houses the Italian embassy, so you’ll have to admire it from the outside.



Luxury Shopping Along the Golden Mile

High-end fashion boutiques

When the Barrio Salamanca was first built in the late 19th century, it was envisioned as a district whose elegance would rival that of Paris. Walking along the exclusive streets collectively called La Milla de Oro (The Golden Mile), you’d think ‘mission accomplished’.

This is the shopping playground of the well-heeled. The biggest names in the world of luxury fashion, watches and jewellery are all parked here, along the streets of Serrano, Velázquez, José Ortega y Gasset, Principe de Vergara, Castello and Jorge Juan.

On the corner of Goya and Serrano, you’ll find the flagship store of Loewe, the lynchpin of Spanish luxury. Madrid holds a special place for this Spanish designer giant – it was here that Loewe was founded in 1846 – and continues to be the home base of its craftsmen who still assemble the brand’s leather goods by hand, nearly 200 years later. The boutique is housed in a three-storey 19th-century building.


A good place to start the window-shopping spree is at the corner of Paseo de la Castellana and Calle José Ortega y Gasset, a long street with the big Italian and French brands like Gucci, Chanel, Dior, Valentino and Loro Piana. Along Calle de Serrano you’ll find Prada and Louis Vuitton, as well as the multi-storey WOW Concept department store that peddles high-end fashion, houseware and cosmetics.

A little shopping haven for luxury bag enthusiasts who love a good bargain, Designer Exchange specialises in pre-loved designer bags and accessories, most of which are in good condition, with a marked-down price tag. As it’s situated in Madrid’s poshest district, you can bet that the secondhand bags on display are from the wardrobes of the wealthy. The top French, Spanish and Italian designers are all here – from Chanel to Celine, Louis Vuitton to Loewe. A special section in the back of the shop displays the most precious pieces, the Hermès Birkins and Chanel flap bags.

Even if you aren’t planning on purchasing luxury goods, the Golden Mile is a fascinating area to explore, with its beautiful architecture, elegant restaurants and cafes. Calle de Serrano also features the neighbourhood’s landmarks, Plaza de Colón and the Museo Arqueológico Nacional (a great place to drop kids and spouses who don’t fancy a wallet-gouging shopping spree).

A free activity you can do here: don a pair of sunglasses and people-watch, as the streets are an urban catwalk for the fashionable Salamanca set.
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SPANISH BRANDS IN SALAMANCA

These well-loved Spanish brands (with more approachable price tags) are worth checking out in Salamanca:

Bimba y Lola

A Madrid style staple – whimsical, colourful collection of fashion, bags and accessories.

Camper

Mallorca-based footwear brand specialising in innovative designs and comfort.

Bimani

Laura Corsini’s blouses and dresses featuring her signature non-wrinkle fabric and `Twist’ range of reversible clothing.

Adolfo Domínguez

Galician contemporary designer catapulted to fame in the 1980s, known for his use of natural fabrics.

Tiahra

Handcrafted jewellery blending Spanish and Indian design, with a sustainability focus.



Eating in the Barrio Salamanca: Our Picks

El Paraguas: Asturian dishes like bean stew or fried veal with ham and cheese, in an elegant setting with a patio for streetside dining. 12.30pm-2am €€€

Restaurante Cañadio: Cantabrian restaurant with pintxos (Basque tapas) bar that opens before dinner service, and has outdoor seating. hours vary €€

Bel Mondo: Fancy Italian dining over two floors with a garden terrace, known for its carbonara. Prepare for long queues, especially at weekends. hours vary €€

Restaurante Gallego As Pedriñas Novas: Galician restaurant with great seafood and a daily lunch menu; try the percebes (barnacles). hours vary €€



ARCHITECTURE STROLL
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The following barrio walk takes about 50 minutes, revealing a wealth of architectural styles from classical to avant-garde.

Start at the neoclassical 1 Puerta de Alcalá. Built in the 18th century, it served as the city’s main gate and now stands in Plaza de Alcalá. Continuing up Calle de Alcalá, you’ll spot the neo-Byzantine  2 Iglesia de San Manuel y San Benito, a domed church with a white square tower; its interior has extraordinary mosaics. Further along lies the 3 Casa Árabe, a late-19th-century neo-Mudéjar building, now a cultural centre dedicated to the Arabic world and its Spanish ties.

Nearby is the 4 Torre de Valencia, a 94m-high brutalist skyscraper that was Madrid’s tallest residential building when inaugurated in 1973. Head north to the 5 Parroquia de Nuestra Señora del Rosario de Filipinas. This Catholic church is another brutalist marvel, which replaced the original neo-Gothic structure. Stark concrete lines, a geometric altarpiece and dramatic lighting challenge traditional church design.

Continue northwest to Calle de Serrano’s 6 ABC Serrano, a century-old neo-plateresque edifice featuring an exquisite tiled facade with Valencian influences. It’s now an upmarket shopping centre. Further up the street, the 7 Edificio Fernando Higueras features keyhole-shaped windows from which greenery cascades – architect Fernando Higueras’ signature style of merging the natural world with living spaces.

End the walk at the 8 Edificio Castelar, a glass tower with 18 floors teetering off the edge of a concrete base. Devised in the mid-1970s, it was based on the concept of a glass prism floating like a massive lantern.




Where Julia Meets Christopher Columbus

Two protagonists in Plaza de Colón

A massive Spanish flag billows above one of Madrid’s most prominent landmarks. Dedicated to the explorer Christopher Columbus, Plaza de Colón converges the capital’s main thoroughfares of Paseo de la Castellana and Paseo de Recoletos, as well as the streets of Serrano, Goya and Génova. This square is a traditional meeting ground for political demonstrations and celebrations – when Spain won the FIFA World Cup in 2010, revellers flooded the plaza to celebrate the historic victory.

Today, Plaza de Colón hosts some imposing figures, from hefty monuments commemorating Columbus’ voyage to the Americas, to a gigantic white head of a young woman in a meditative state.

The plaza’s namesake, Christopher Columbus (Cristóbal Colón in Spanish), is immortalised with a neo-Gothic marble monument built in 1885. It rises above a traffic circle beside another emblematic structure, the Torres de Colón. Despite being the square’s protagonist, in recent years it has been overshadowed by another character: Julia, a 12m-tall sculpture of an adolescent girl’s head, designed by Barcelona-born sculptor Jaume Plensa. Eyes closed, the serene giant head sits atop a small pond at the centre of concentric circles. Originally meant to be a temporary exhibition, it was eventually made a permanent fixture by the Madrid city council.

Julia has been at the centre of controversy for a number of reasons. For one, its contemplative appearance makes it stand out even more in such a politically charged space and high-traffic zone. While some saw its modern design as a refreshing addition to the city centre, others complained about the unwarranted expenditure. Regardless of the polemic, Julia is now a part of Madrid’s evolving urban landscape – proving the power of art to provoke thought and conversation in the public arena.


HOUSE OF MONEY

Madrid was the setting for the hit Netflix series La Casa de Papel (Money Heist). A dash of artistic licence means it was shot in locations all over the city, but die-hard fans of the show can head north of Salamanca to glimpse the fictional Royal Mint that was raided in the series.

This building is actually the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas at Calle de Serrano 117. You can see the now-famous facade through the railings, though you can’t get close to the building. For more insight, right next to the actual Royal Mint at Calle del Doctor Esquerdo 36 is the Museo Casa de la Moneda, which follows the history of money production.



Eating in the Barrio Salamanca: Brunch Picks

La Desayunería: All-day, authentic American brunch classics such as chicken and waffles, pancakes, eggs Benedict and delicious milkshakes. 9am-8pm €

El Perro y Galleta: Dog-friendly, chic and cosy spot across from El Retiro park, with Spanish and American breakfast options, plus homemade pastries and desserts. hours vary €€

Ramses: Luxury restaurant designed by Philippe Starck. On Sundays, enjoy champagne brunch in the patio, with live jazz/DJ set and views of Puerta de Alcalá. hours vary €€€

Delphina: Stylish corner cafe with classic brunch plates, pretty desserts and vegan-friendly options, plus good wine and cocktails. Live jazz on Thursdays. hours vary €€


Into the Avant-Garde at the Espacio SOLO

Immersive exhibition space

Embedded among the swanky outdoor terrazas on Plaza de la Independencia by Puerta de Alcalá is an exciting, avant-garde, interactive exhibition space – making it a wonderful oddity in the predominantly castizo (traditional Spanish) neighbourhood of the Barrio Salamanca.

Merging a living space with an art gallery, the Espacio SOLO challenges the traditional concept of a museum by inviting visitors to interact with the artworks. While entrance is free, you’ll need to register through its website  (coleccionsolo.com) to arrange a private guided tour – the idea of which is to offer a more intimate experience with the collection, and with the exhibition space itself. It also features a spacious living room with sofas and coffee tables – perfect for a post-viewing discussion over coffee – as well as a mini theatre with a massive wide screen to view the video art.

The SOLO collection comprises over 1000 works by contemporary artists from across the world, working in a diverse range of mediums that include painting, sculpture, tapestry, AI and digital art. It’s part of a global artistic initiative seeking to promote and support contemporary art with an emphasis on experimentation and provoking conversation.


WHO WAS THE MARQUIS OF SALAMANCA?

The Barrio Salamanca was named after José de Salamanca y Mayol, a millionaire from Malaga known for his extreme fortunes and failures. He occupied various government positions including Minister of Finance, and was named Marqués de Salamanca by Queen Isabel II. The visionary behind the development of Madrid’s most affluent barrio, Salamanca also led the construction of the railway connecting Madrid to Aranjuez in 1845.

Salamanca’s first financial coup was managing the government’s salt monopoly, a losing venture which he turned around. Years later, he fell victim to the stock market crash and never recovered from his losses. Today, his stately home on Paseo de Recoletos belongs to the Fundación BBVA, a non-profit hosting public cultural events.



Drinking in the Barrio Salamanca: Cocktails & Wine

CarmenBar: Wine/cocktail bar and tavern with a warm atmosphere, serving seafood and charcuterie sharing plates. 7am-1am Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat, 9am-midnight Sun

CircusXO: StreetXO’s experimental cocktail bar offers imaginative concoctions such as the signature Huevo de la Pedroche. 1-3.30pm & 8-11pm

Magerit Cocktail Bar: Upscale cocktail bar that turns into a club with DJ/live music after hours. The €30 entrance fee includes two drinks. 8pm-3am Wed, to 4am Thu, to 5am Fri, 5pm-3am Sat

Fénix Cocktail Bar: Relaxed, stylish hotel bar with a diverse selection of cocktails. Great for enjoying drinks in a quiet yet elegant setting. 1pm-1am Mon-Thu, to 2am Fri-Sun

A Culinary Adventure at StreetXO

Edgy street food

StreetXO is the fiery, edgy younger sibling of Madrid’s most famous Michelin-starred restaurant, DiverXO. While it shares the DNA of the original culinary project of top Spanish chef David Muñoz – who snagged the world’s best chef title of the Best Chef Awards for three consecutive years – StreetXO departs from the sleek interiors and impeccably curated plates by offering a dining experience that’s more frenetic, showy and fun.

A generous dose of house music gets your heart pumping while you’re salivating over the fusion menu. The massive dining space simulates a neon-lit street food market in Bangkok, with a central, fire-engine-red bar around which diners can watch chefs cook in an open kitchen. Outside, there’s a spacious terrace with views of upscale Calle de Serrano.


Despite the highly charged atmosphere, the Zen-like attention to detail in every artful plate gives away its Michelin connection. The menu is a foodie travelogue around Asia, with a South American pit stop, rounded off with Spanish influences and precision-cooking techniques. There’s even a dish that translates to ‘A Cow Travelling from Thailand to Mexico’ – beef cheeks in green curry, jalapeños and pico de gallo (salsa). An inseparable part of the StreetXO experience is its experimental cocktail bar, CircusXO, featuring a whimsical cocktail menu that reflects the outrageous, boundless imagination of David Muñoz.

As StreetXO doesn’t take reservations, you should show up early – half an hour even – to avoid the long queues. Then again, lining up adds to the thrill as excited guests from all over the world can’t help but engage in conversation with fellow foodies waiting for their turn at the table.
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MADRID’S MENINAS: ICON OF THE CITY

All over the city centre, you’ll encounter an icon that’s become synonymous with Madrid. Las meninas, immortalised in the 17th-century masterpiece by Diego Velázquez, were the ladies-in-waiting who served the queen and the princesses in the Spanish royal court.

These girls can be seen outside the Prado museum in their various incarnations – on streets intersections, souvenir shops and even as a giant sculpture lit up on the Plaza de Colón during the Christmas season. Madrid has hosted several public art exhibitions featuring reinterpretations of the Meninas. A collective work by various artists, these sculptures are strategically placed around the city, inviting residents and visitors alike to engage with its artistic heritage.



Drinking & Eating in the Barrio Salamanca: Best Cafes

Manolo Bakes: Famous for its savoury and sweet manolitos (mini croissants) and Arabic coffee blends sourced from South America and Africa. 7.30am-9.30pm Mon-Sat, from 8am Sun €

La Colonia de Ultramar: This coffee and tea shop, sells various grinds and brew preferences, has tastings and coffee/tea paraphernalia. 10am-8pm Mon-Fri, to 2pm Sat €

La Mejor Tarta de Chocolate del Mundo: Across from El Retiro park, known for excellent chocolate cakes; choose from 70% or 53% cacao composition. hours vary €

La Merendona: Artisanal pastries and excellent Colombian coffee, wide tea selection, plus fruit and milkshakes. 10.30am-2pm & 4-8.30pm Mon-Fri, 9.30am-8.30pm Sat & Sun €

Little Alleyways Big on Style

Patio dining on Calle de Jorge Juan

Calle de Jorge Juan is an elegant corner of the Barrio Salamanca that attracts executives, elite shoppers and epicureans alike with its array of chic restaurants and high-end shops. Stylish covered patios add to the streetside charm of restaurants such as Jorge Juan keystones El Paraguas and La Bien Apreciada. Even during the winter, guests can still dine outdoors as these enclosed extensions of the restaurant are kept warm with fire heaters, enhancing the inviting atmosphere.

Along Calle de Jorge Juan you’ll find two pedestrian alleyways closed off to traffic, so you can indulge in streetside dining without the noise of passing cars. The cobblestone Callejón de Puigcerdá has lovely outdoor dining spaces. For Spanish cuisine, dive into the menu of La Máquina, a nearly 50-year-old Spanish dining institution specialising in seafood. Taberna Los Gallos is another great place for enjoying after-work cocktails and dinner with live music in a greenhouse setting. Callejón de Jorge Juan is a parallel alley dotted with quaint boutiques of local designers, such as Malíparmi and Pedro García.


SPAS IN THE CITY

Fariolen

Welcoming place in an Asian-inspired temple of calm, with a wide range of massage treatments and exceptional service.

Baan Bua Thai Massage

Intimate, serene massage space for individuals and couples within the Golden Mile, owned by professional Thai masseuse Nid.

Templo del Masaje Goya

Head-to-toe wellness centre, offers individual and partner massages plus aesthetic services.

Organic Spa

Wellness sanctuary simulating a Thai luxury voyage, with massages rooted in Ayurvedic techniques.

Divernis Connecting Spa

A nudist spa tailored for couples to immerse in hydrotherapy pools, partner massages and Turkish baths.



Affordable Eats at the Mercado de la Paz

Gourmet dining for less

Not all eating establishments within the Barrio Salamanca will sear a hole in your wallet. The Mercado de la Paz is a well-loved indoor market that has gourmet stars to rival some of the best restaurants in the city, at a more affordable price.

Built in 1882, this grand market traces its origins to the beginnings of the barrio itself. It has three rather nondescript entry points, the main one on Calle de Ayala and the other two on Lagasca and Claudio Coello. Inside, a gastronomic wonderland awaits. Fresh fruit and vegetables and seafood stalls peer out from iron structures in the style of old municipal markets. You can combine your grocery shopping here with a pit stop at any of its exciting hospitality joints – like many of Madrid’s mercados, it’s evolved with the modern times.

Casa Dani is the market’s celebrity spot, making a name for itself for winning the National Tortilla Championship in 2019 with its delectable melty varieties. Matteo Cucina Italiana combines an Italian grocery store with a restaurant that offers one of the best carbonaras in the capital. Head over to Oh Delice Bistrot to sample its oysters with a twist – in gin and tonic or vodka spheres, lemon-flavoured smoke or ponzu sauce. Oenophiles will lose themselves in Vinoteca Tierra with its massive selection of international wines.
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‘CAYETANO’ SPOTTING

The Spanish word pijos refers to the upper-class social circle characterised by affluent lifestyles and right-wing values. Salamanca is their natural habitat.

These traits are personified in the ‘Cayetano’ – slang for the pijo male, alluding to a common name among wealthy families. Stereotypical Cayetano fashion favours cigarette trousers, braided leather belts, and a sweater tied around the neck. A preferred accessory is a bracelet in the colours of the Spanish flag (promoting patriotism and political leanings).

The term gained traction around 2020, when many Salamanca residents banged pots and pans to protest the government’s COVID-19 lockdown measures. Critics dubbed this ‘La Revolución de los Cayetanos’, conveying what they perceived as a sense of entitlement and disregard for public health guidelines.



Take in Some Culture at the Casa Árabe

Cultural bridge to the Arab world

Inspired by medieval Al-Andalus and more contemporary mosques, this late-19th-century building is a shining example of neo-Mudéjar architecture. It’s a fitting location for a public cultural centre dedicated to building cultural and diplomatic links between Spain and the Arab world. A venue for education and dialogue, it hosts a wide array of events including film screenings, lectures, Arabic language classes and exhibitions.

As one of the venues for the annual PHotoESPAÑA festival (May to September), the Casa Árabe hosts a photography exhibition during the summer. Its outdoor terrace, Jardín Alhambra Madrid, is a pleasant place to get a drink and a plate of croquetas.


COLONIA MADRID MODERNO

Close to the Plaza de Toros (Las Ventas) bullring, there’s a curious row of Modernist houses that stick out in the neighbourhood.

The Colonia Madrid Moderno comprises small two-storey villas with neo-Mudéjar features, semi-detached bay windows protruding from the facade over ornate iron columns. Built between 1890 and 1906, this was one of the first housing projects aimed to ease overcrowding in central Madrid.

In the 1970s, many of these houses were destroyed to make way for new apartment blocks, and it was only the intervention of a group of architects that saved these historic treasures from being wiped out completely.




Step into a Bullring at Las Ventas

The Mudéjar-style Plaza de Toros

From hosting las corridas (bullfights) to the Beatles, Madrid’s Plaza de Toros has set the stage for grand spectacles for nearly a century since it was first inaugurated. Located in the eastern section of the Salamanca district, it features a wide public square with a main bullfighting ring built in the Mudéjar (Moorish) style. Its coliseum-like arena can seat 23,000 people, making it the second largest bullring in the world after the Plaza de Toros in Mexico City.

Known officially as the Plaza de Toros de Ventas del Espíritu Santo, the arena is simply referred to as ‘Las Ventas’ because the area upon which it stands used to be a hub of brothels and wayside taverns (ventas). Las Ventas was built in 1929 and officially inaugurated in 1931 with a charity bullfight. Despite its launch, the area surrounding the plaza remained a shanty town, which made the muddy terrain impassable. A massive clean-up was carried out over several years, and the Plaza de Toros was re-inaugurated in 1939.

Las Ventas exemplifies an architectural trend that swept Spain in late 19th and early 20th centuries. Designed by architect José Espelius, the enormous arena shows influences from medieval and modern Islamic architecture, with horseshoe arches, patterned brickwork and exceptional tiling. One of its most striking elements is its puerta grande (main gate), decorated with tiles that were part of the revival of ceramic art in the early 20th century. For a torero (bulllfighter), the greatest honour is to be carried through this ‘doorway to eternal glory’ on the shoulders of the crowd.

Apart from bullfights, Las Ventas has also hosted opera performances, weddings, travelling circuses, car shows and concerts – this is where the Beatles held their first concert in Spain in 1965. Other high-profile artists that have performed here include Prince, Sting and BB King.

The audio guide tour (in English and Spanish) includes the museum and the VR experience, while a private tour with a guide takes you out onto the sand and into the royal box. Tours must be booked through Las Ventas Tour.

The Museo Taurino (Bullfighting Museum) towards the back of the bullring offers a comprehensive look at the history and evolution of this divisive Spanish tradition. The recently renovated museum contains a new space dedicated to bullfighting legend Manolete, plus a collection of paraphernalia, costumes, busts and portraits of famous bulls and bullfighters, and original posters advertising historic fights.
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ALEXANDER FLEMING & BULLFIGHTING

Outside the Las Ventas arena are several statues honouring important figures in the Spanish bullfighting world. Right by the main entrance are the monuments of two bullfighters, Antonio Bienvenida, a celebrated torero during his heyday in the 1970s, and José ‘El Yiyo’ Cubero, who was gored to death by a bull in 1985.

Curiously, another prominent historical figure who had never fought bulls yet played an important role in tauromachy culture is the Scottish doctor Alexander Fleming. His discovery of the antibiotic penicillin helped save the lives of many bullfighters who had nearly died from deep wounds after being stabbed by bull horns. In 1964, the toreros collected money to erect a monument in the doctor’s honour.






Malasaña & Conde Duque
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THE HEART OF THE ACTION

From the Dos de Mayo uprising to the movida movement, Malasaña has long been Madrid’s most rebellious district. Tempered by soaring rents, the neighbourhood still clings to that spirit and remains a fun place to party.
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This neighbourhood has nurtured a rebellious spirit ever since the uprising against the French on 2 May 1808, when the ordinary working-class citizens of Madrid rose up and fought a losing battle against a well-trained army. Though their efforts that day were in vain, their sacrifice inspired others to fight, leading to a guerrilla war that eventually freed Spain from Napoleon’s clutches.

The event is commemorated every year in Madrid with a huge party. Before the pandemic, Plaza del Dos de Mayo was at the centre of the action but issues with street drinking parties put a stop to this, with the main festivities relocated to Sol. Even so, the square remains the beating heart of Malasaña and visitors often find themselves gravitating here after wandering through labyrinthine streets filled with shops that sell vintage clothes and arty knickknacks.

The neighbourhood’s vibe is young and slightly edgy. However, as vulture funds swoop in to gentrify once shabby-chic tenements, the local demographic is increasingly older and well-heeled. And yet, crowds still gather here to party just as they did in the heady days after the transition to democracy, when Malasaña was at the epicentre of the movida movement. Back then a run-down, slightly rough neighbourhood, this was where arty types (such as the celebrated film director Pedro Almodóvar) liked to let loose.

Skyrocketing rents have dampened the decadent mood but it’s still a cool place to go out, as clubs stay open till dawn of a weekend. Music of all genres is played here, but there’s a definite trend towards the retro with gangs of rockabilly, mods and punks roaming the increasingly gentrified streets. Though it’s all a lot of fun, there’s a nagging sense that Malasaña’s rebel yell – repacked and resold to a new generation – has been stifled somewhat.
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DON’T MISS…

ANTIGUO CUARTEL DEL CONDE DUQUE

A haven of peace, this historic building houses a contemporary art gallery.

MUSEO DE HISTORIA DE MADRID

Find out how the capital developed from the 16th century onwards.

PALACIO DE LIRIA

The private home of one of Spain’s most powerful noble families.

PLAZA DEL DOS DE MAYO

A great place to take in the atmosphere of Malasaña.

MUSEO ABC

Modern gallery specialising in illustration located inside the first-ever Mahou brewery.

IGLESIA DE SAN ANTONIO DE LOS ALEMANES

Historic church filled with beautiful 17th-century frescoes
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque

2Iglesia de San Antonio de los Alemanes

3Museo ABC

4Museo de Historia de Madrid

5Palacio de Liria

6Plaza del Dos de Mayo

SIGHTS

7Café La Palma

8Casasur Artshop & Gallery

9Club Maravillas

10Convento de las Comendadoras de Santiago

11El Perro de la Parte de Atrás del Coche

12Farmacía Juanse

13Former Candle Factory

14Fotomatón Bar

15Galería Blanca Berlín

16Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Montserrat

17La Fiambrera

18Sala BarCo

19Telefónica Building

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

20La Industrial

SLEEPING

21Gran Central Suites

22Hostal La Zona

23Hostal Main Street Madrid

24Hotel Abalú

25Hotel Atlántico

26Life Hotel

27Vitium Urban Suites

EATING

28Bodega de la Ardosa

29Casa Fidel

30Casa Julio

31Casa Macareno

32Cervecería La Divina

33Chia Chill

34Frutas Prohibidas

35Hunan Restaurant

36Jingxi Hotpot

37La Huerta de Almería

38La Mucca de Pez

39La Taberna de la Copla

40Little Dragon

41Mercado de los Mostenses

42Pez Tortilla

43Sichuan Kitchen

44Vega Álamo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

451862 Dry Bar

46Bad Company 1920

47Café Comercial

48Café Moderno

49Casa Baranda

50Casa Camacho

51El Penta

52Estupenda Café Bar

53HanSo Café

54Joséalfredo

55La Manuela

56La Vía Láctea

57Madrid Me Mata

58Medium Club

59Siroco

60Tupperware

ENTERTAINMENT

61Microteatro por Dinero

SHOPPING

62Amores Eternos

63Antigua Casa Crespo

64Chopper Monster

65Disk Storage

66El Moderno

67Flamingos Vintage Kilo

68Kinda Kinks

69Las Monas

70Librería Tres Rosas Amarillas

71Magpie Vintage

72Mucho Vintage

73Nest

74Popland





TOP EXPERIENCE
Museo de Historia de Madrid

This quiet museum set back from Malasaña’s main shopping street is the best place to get to grips with the history of the city. Tracing the capital’s evolution from the time Felipe II decided to settle the court here, it covers the city’s architecture, major upheavals like the Dos de Mayo uprising, and the daily lives of its ordinary citizens.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for opening hours.
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The Museum

Before entering the museum, take a moment to admire its ornate doorway. This Churrigueresque structure is the work of Pedro de Ribera and portrays the sword-wielding Fernando III ‘El Santo’, the 13th-century king of Castilla who was canonised for expanding Catholic territory. Perched over the entrance, this militaristic figure has been greeting visitors since 1726 when the building first opened as a hospice.

The interior of the museum has a bright, modern feel to it. It presents the story of Madrid in easily digestible bite-sized texts in rooms arranged in chronological order. This entertaining narrative begins in 1561, the year King Felipe II decided to settle the court in the city, effectively making Madrid the capital of Spain.


DON’T MISS

Teixeira’s 1656 map of Madrid

Francisco Pradilla’s Good Friday in Madrid

Ventura Rodríguez’ sketches for Fuente de Cibeles

Goya’s Allegory of the City of Madrid

Louis Meunier’s prints of 17th-century Madrid

Satirical cartoons of Joseph Bonaparte

Paintings by Joaquín Sorolla

Manuel Castellano’s paintings of the Dos de Mayo uprising



The Habsburgs

The ground floor is dedicated to the period of Habsburg rule that ended in 1700. Here you can see the impact the dynasty made on the city’s infrastructure. Filled with models, furniture and paintings, it offers an insight into a vanished world.

The star attraction is Pedro Teixeira’s 1656 map of Madrid, drawn up just after the city walls were expanded. Bristling with religious institutions, many of which would later disappear under Joseph Bonaparte’s brief rule, some urban features remain the same: look out for the Plaza Mayor and the grounds of El Retiro, back then a royal palace.

Also of interest are Juan de la Corte’s depictions of festivities in the Plaza Mayor, in which men on horseback flow across the square, and Louis Meunier’s prints of 17th-century Madrid where you can still see the alcázar, an ancient building that was lost after the Bourbons took over in the 1700s.


FAST WORKER

Fernando ‘El Santo’, the Catholic king in the museum’s doorway, can be seen again in the chapel. Luca Giordano’s painting of him kneeling on a cloud before the Virgin hangs above the altar. This baroque painter was so productive that he got the nickname Fa Presto (meaning ‘works quickly’). Still, his work was excellent and it’s well worth taking a quick peek at this giant canvas.



The Bourbons

Upstairs on the 1st floor, you can find out all about the facelift Carlos III gave the city, famously creating the elegant Paseo del Prado. Part of this display includes Ventura Rodríguez’ sketches for the Fuente de Cibeles, a fountain that’s still one of Madrid’s most iconic sights.

The real drama kicks off in the section dedicated to the French invasion of Spain and the Dos de Mayo uprising. The complex story is well sketched out in informative panels detailing how Napoleon took advantage of a power vacuum when Fernando VII tried to wrest the crown from his father. The war drove Goya a bit loopy; for an insight into why, check out the panel about his seemingly innocuous painting, Allegory of the City of Madrid.


TOP TIPS

• Don’t miss the outdoor patio with its stone benches surrounding a beautiful fountain by Pedro de Ribera, the architect responsible for the museum’s ornate doorway.

• You could easily spend half a day here but if you’re pressed for time, head to the era that most interests you: the ground floor covers 1561–1700, the 1st floor 1700–1814, and the top floor 1814–1900.

• Around Christmas, the museum’s Neapolitan nativity figurines are on display in the chapel. This tradition was introduced by Carlos III, who was king of Naples before becoming the Spanish monarch.



The Modern Era

The final floor is a treasure trove of early photographs of the city, prints and traditional clothing. Not to be missed are some smashing romantic paintings by Joaquín Sorolla and Francisco Pradilla. There’s also some great social commentary on how the Industrial Revolution affected the city. And if you don’t have time for this floor, you can always come again as this amazing museum is completely free.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Palacio de Liria

The Palacio de Liria offers a peek into the private residence of the Duke of Alba. Global movers and shakers from the 16th century onwards, the powerful Alba family has close ties not only to Spain’s royals but was also connected to Napoleon III and King James II. Filled with priceless artworks, the palace is a testament to their vast wealth.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Saved from the Flames

On 17 November 1935, the Palacio de Liria went up in flames. All that was left of Ventura Rodríguez’ original design was the 1773 neoclassical facade. Ironically, the radical left managed to save much of the family’s heritage. The Communist Party had taken charge of the palace during the Spanish Civil War, opening it up so that the public could view the treasures inside. When the building was bombed, the resulting inferno couldn’t be contained, and the new custodians raced to save works by masters including Titian, Goya, Rubens and Velázquez.


DON’T MISS

Goya’s The White Duchess

Titian’s portrait of the ‘Iron Duke’

Velázquez’ portrait of Infanta Margarita

Rubens’ portrait of Felipe IV

Christopher Columbus’ letters to the Catholic Monarchs

El Greco’s Christ on the Cross

First edition of Don Quixote




Rising from the Ashes

The art was shipped out of the besieged city, eventually making its way to the League of Nations in Geneva before being returned to the Duke of Alba. But there were no walls to hang it on, as the fire had destroyed everything. In 1953 the duke had the entire palace rebuilt, redecorated and refurnished.

When you enter through the main hallway and go up the sweeping staircase, it hardly seems possible that the building is a modern replica. However, if you knock your knuckles against the columns, they sound a bit hollow. This is because real marble was in short supply at the time. The art on the walls, of course, is the real deal.


THE ENGLISH CONNECTION

The current Duke of Alba is a descendant of James FitzJames, Duke of Berwick. The illegitimate son of King James II, he distinguished himself in the War of the Spanish Succession helping to install the Bourbon dynasty. King Felipe V rewarded him with the title of Duke of Liria in 1707 and his son later picked up the title of Duke of Alba.



Baroque Treasures

Not to be missed is Titian’s portrait of the third Duke of Alba, placed near Rubens’ copy of Titian’s portrait of Carlos I and his wife. In the painting, the duke appears rather weary looking. Carlos I and his son Felipe II used the ‘Iron Duke’ to suppress the Protestant uprisings in the Netherlands in a military campaign that directly led to the ‘Black Legend’ tarnishing Spain’s reputation overseas. Also by Rubens is a portrait of Felipe IV looking a little disgruntled, perhaps because he’s close to losing to the Dutch – but at least this means an end to the 80-year war.

Velázquez’ portrait of Infanta Margarita, Felipe’s daughter, is also of note. Though she’s much younger here, you can recognise her from Velázquez’ Las meninas, which hangs in the Prado. Fans of Spanish art from the Siglo de Oro will also enjoy El Greco’s Christ on the Cross and paintings by José de Ribera, Murillo and Zurbarán.


TOP TIPS

• Don’t miss the library on your way out. It contains letters to the Catholic Monarchs from Christopher Columbus, a 15th-century illuminated Bible and a first edition of Don Quixote.

• Entry is free on Mondays but you’ll need to book a week in advance when tickets are released as these go fast.

• Arrive well before a tour as time slots are strictly enforced.

• The guided tour is only available in English Friday to Sunday. The audio tour takes around 65 minutes.

• The house is right outside the Ventura Rodríguez metro exit. Turn left outside the ticket gates and take the stairs or lift.



Early Influencers

The most iconic painting in the building is Goya’s 1797 portrait of the Duchess of Alba. The White Duchess is a life-sized painting of María Cayetana de Silva wearing a dress decorated with bright-red ribbons. Though she has a solemn expression, a sparkle about her eyes hints at a certain naughtiness. Goya painted the duchess so many times that some speculated the two were having an affair.

Another interesting figure in the palace is Eugenia de Montijo, sister of the 15th duke’s wife and once empress of France. The wife of Napoleon III, she ended her days in exile in Madrid. A great beauty and trendsetter in her day, she appears beside her husband in a surprisingly modern French tapestry.






MORE IN MALASAñA & CONDE DUQUE

Echoes of La Movida Madrileña

The Madrid scene’s rebellious spirit

Malasaña wasn’t always fashionable. During Franco’s dictatorship, it was a rather run-down part of the city. The key to its revival was la movida madrileña (the Madrid scene), a movement that got underway in the early 1980s following the transition to democracy. In a reaction against years of repression, a group of artists, who dubbed themselves raros (weirdos), were keen to break with tradition.

The most famous figure to emerge from this scene is film director Pedro Almodóvar. His first film, the wildly camp and outrageous Pepi, Luci, Bom y otras chicas del montón (Pepi, Luci, Bom and the Other Girls; 1980) perfectly encapsulated the spirit of the time. But Almodóvar isn’t the only interesting artist to emerge from the movida. The indisputable queen of the movement is singer Alaska, whose gay anthem ¿A quién le importa? (Whose Business Is It?) is still heard in bars in nearby Chueca. Also producing outstanding work were photographers Ouka Leele, Luis Baylón and Alberto García-Alix.

If you’d like to find out more about the movida, head to Madrid Me Mata, a bar turned museum that celebrates the period. It’s just across the road from the original movida hangout El Penta. Spain’s first disco bar, this place opened in 1976 and is still buzzing of a weekend. However, it’s best to start with drinks at another movida haunt around the corner, as the party doesn’t get going here till later. Opened in 1979, La Vía Láctea was the springboard for artists like Alaska and Radio Futura. It’s still a live music venue and worth checking out if only for its groovy ’70s decor.
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MALASAÑA & BOTELLÓN

On any given weekend, you’ll see partygoers drinking in the streets of Malasaña. If you’re tempted to join in, be warned that street drinkers face hefty fines of anything up to €600. Police even patrol in plain clothes to catch people out. During the pandemic, civil disobedience against these bylaws reached epic proportions, as young people, banned from gathering in discos, organised mega botellón (big outdoor parties) via text messages.

One gathering in the Plaza del Dos de Mayo even evolved into a riot. Many believe this is why authorities moved the popular Dos de Mayo (2 May) festivities to Sol after the pandemic. Even so, defiant partygoers still celebrate the occasion in the surrounding streets.





HERITAGE WALK
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Most buildings in Malasaña date from the late 19th century, however, its history stretches much further back. This walk takes you through some of its most historic sites.

Begin outside Ventura Rodríguez metro station at the gates to the 1 Palacio de Liria, the 18th-century palace Rodríguez designed for the Alba family. Go up Calle del Duque de Liria, then turn left and you’ll see a huge redbrick building ahead. This is the 2 Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque, the barracks built for the new Bourbon monarch Felipe V. To get to the grand entrance, you’ll have to walk around; it’s also worth popping in.

Carrying on down Calle del Monserat, take the second right to reach the 3 Museo ABC, a gallery housed in a former brewery. Just down the road to the left, you’ll find the 4 Convento de las Comendadoras de Santiago. The convent was founded in 1650, just after Madrid’s walls were widened creating the area that was then known as Maravillas, but the building you see dates from 1773 and is the work of architect Francisco Sabatini, who also designed on Madrid’s royal palace.

Carry straight on taking a left on the main road to reach the 5 Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Montserrat, a baroque church that’s home to an order of monks who had to flee Catalonia during revolts against the Crown. Cross the road and go down Calle de Daoiz until you hit 6 Plaza del Dos de Mayo. This square was at the heart of the fighting when Madrid’s citizens rebelled against the French. To find out more about this bloody history, finish the walk at the 7 Museo de Historia de Madrid.




Revisiting the Industrial Revolution

Repurposed factories in Malasaña

Plaza de las Comendadoras is one of Malasaña’s most peaceful spots. Flanked by an 18th-century convent, the square is the perfect place to enjoy a quiet coffee away from the bustle of the barrio (neighbourhood). So it’s hard to imagine that back in the late 19th century, the neighbourhood was at the heart of Madrid’s industrial revolution. That is until you look out towards the Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque and spot a tall brick chimney rising from the rooftops.

This chimney belonged to the former Mahou brewery. It’s still one of Spain’s most popular beers, and production has stepped up a notch since 1890. The building now houses the Museo ABC, a modern gallery focusing on drawing and illustration. Owned by ABC newspaper, it draws on the rich archives of Blanco y Negro, an illustrated magazine that was first published in the late 19th century. Exhibitions are free and there’s a nice reading area where you can browse through a selection of art books. A 10-minute walk away, near the much busier Plaza del Dos de Mayo, is La Industrial, a former ice factory and now a coworking space. The 1908 building is notable for its neo-Mudéjar brickwork, a revival of architecture from the time of Al-Andalus that flourished during the construction boom at the turn of the 20th century.

Just around the corner on Calle de la Palma is a much older building that was once the royal candle factory. Founded in 1788 by Carlos III, the project was an answer to a problem burning a hole in the royal budget: illuminating the enormous 3000-room palace without spending a fortune. With the advent of electricity, the premises were sold to entrepreneur Matías López, who created a chocolate brand that was second only to Nestlé in its day. It has recently been revived (it still bears the original packaging) and can now be bought in the gourmet section of the respectable El Corte Inglés department store in Callao.


MALASAÑA’S CHINATOWN

Behind Plaza de España around the Mercado de los Mostenses, you’ll notice many Chinese restaurants and supermarkets. While it’s the largest in the centre, this Chinatown isn’t the largest in the city. Madrid has a growing Chinese population of around 35,000 and nearly a third live in the south, in the barrio of Usera.

In recent years, Chinese New Year has become a big event in the city’s calendar, with markets and exhibitions held in the centre. However, the main party remains in the south and if you’re visiting during this period, it’s worth taking a trip down to check out the gourmet route and see the fireworks and parade in the Usera district.



Eating in Malasaña: Best Spanish Restaurants

Casa Fidel: Paired-down decor matches the chef’s philosophy of keeping it simple and doing Spanish cuisine well. 1.30-4pm daily, 8-11.30pm Wed-Sat €

Pez Tortilla:  Usually packed with customers clamouring for its superior Spanish omelette and craft beers. noon-midnight €

Casa Macareno:  Traditional food is done to a tee in a charming bar decorated with vintage tiles. The fish is particularly good here. noon-midnight €€

La Mucca de Pez: Ample wine list complements great salads, creative pizzas and a good mix of meat and seafood mains. 1pm-1am €€

Global Foods at the Mercado de los Mostenses

Eat your way around the market

Spread over three floors, the thriving redbrick Mercado de los Mostenses has recently been given room to breathe as the area surrounding it has been pedestrianised with a playground for kids added out back. But the action is most definitely inside. This is arguably Madrid’s most international indoor market, with stalls selling Asian, South American and even Iranian food. Here, exotic ingredients abound: Black Pearl Caviar, for instance, sells roe from the Caspian Sea, while Verduras Dimar offers exotic fruits like papaya. It’s a great place to eat out, too, as the small restaurants inside the market serve Peruvian fare, Shanghainese street food and Spanish tapas. Everything, of course, is made from ingredients freshly sourced from the adjacent market stalls.



A SHOPPING SPREE
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This route descends through the heart of Malasaña’s labyrinthine shopping district.

Start at 1 Popland, an Aladdin’s cave filled with vintage memorabilia. Carrying on down the road, take a left onto Calle del Divino Pastor and you’ll come to  2 Antigua Casa Crespo. This institution has been selling alpargatas (espadrilles) made from esparto rope – rather than imported jute – for five generations; while the shop is old, the styles are bang up to date. Continue southeast beyond Plaza del Dos de Mayo to find 3 Chopper Monster in Corredera Alta de San Pablo. A rockabilly’s dream come true, this emporium is packed with gorgeous 1950s fashions and vintage vinyl.

Keep walking down the road and turn right at Calle del Espíritu Santo, a lovely street lined with cute shops. One favourite is 4 Librería Tres Rosas Amarillas, a bookshop that sells pop-up cards and creative mobiles. Cross Plaza del Rastrillo and go down Calle del Tesoro, turning right at Calle de las Minas to reach 5 Disk Storage. This paired-back space dedicated to vinyl sells new and used discs in a variety of genres.

Carry on downhill and take a left when you hit Calle del Pez, another of Malasaña’s great shopping streets. Popular 6 Las Monas is a boutique that specialises in crockery and kimonos. Continue down the street and take a right onto Corredera Baja de San Pablo. On your left is 7 El Moderno, a spacious shop filled with designer items that make a bold statement, from colourful jars to wicker bull’s heads. It’s a great place to pick up a souvenir to take back home with you.




Admire Madrid’s Sistine Chapel

Visual feast funding a soup kitchen

You might easily miss this church as its dour exterior is so at odds with its sumptuous interior. Known to locals as Madrid’s Sistine Chapel, the 17th-century interior of Iglesia de San Antonio de los Alemanes is lavishly decorated with frescoes by painters Francisco Rizi and Luca Giordano as well as a fantastic trompe l’oeil cupola by Juan Carreño de Miranda.

The church was originally a sanctuary for Madrid’s Portuguese population, but once Portugal was lost to the Crown, King Carlos II’s wife Mariana of Neuburg asked for it to be rebranded to serve the city’s German community. These close ties to the crown mean that portraits of the Habsburg kings can be seen in medallions high on the walls.

While it’s well worth coughing up €5 to get in, an even better way to enjoy this sumptuous display is to attend a concert inside the church, so be sure to check the noticeboard by the door for posters advertising upcoming events. Profits go to the Hermandad del Refugio, the religious order that runs the church. These funds help them continue running one of Madrid’s biggest soup kitchens in the adjacent building. If you’re passing by in the evening, you may notice long lines outside. Though not all manage to get a sit-down hot meal inside, those in the queue can generally be sure of a sandwich.


A VICTORIOUS TOAST

Statues of Luis Daoíz and Pedro Velarde stand together in Plaza del Dos de Mayo. The two Spanish officers disobeyed orders to stand down, an act of defiance that sparked off the Peninsular War – a conflict that led to Spain’s eventual victory. Made in 1831, the statues finally settled in 1932 in front of the gates of the Cuartel de Monteleón, a barracks that once stood in the square, after a long journey hopping around the city. While the gate remains, the rest of the building was destroyed in the battle. As some wag has stolen their swords, it now looks as if both captains are enjoying a drink or three, with Velarde seeming to raise a toast to a rather bewildered-looking Daoíz.




ENLIGHTENED MADRID

Find out how Carlos III’s enlightened ideas changed the landscape around the Paseo del Prado on p108. His grand plan gave this area of Madrid an elegant, Parisian feel that it retains to this day.



Eating in Malasaña: Best Tapas

Cervecería La Divina: Typical Spanish bar famous for staples like patatas bravas (potatoes in a spicy tomato sauce), meatballs and calamari. 1pm-midnight Tue-Sun €

Casa Julio: This neighbourhood institution is renowned for having some of the best croquettes in town. 1-4pm & 6pm-midnight €

La Taberna de la Copla: Amphoras abound in this traditional yet funky bar that serves a free bite to eat with drinks. 4pm-midnight €€

Bodega de la Ardosa: Going strong since 1892, this wood-panelled bar does a good salmorejo (cold tomato soup) and tortilla de patatas (egg and potato omelette). 10-2am €€


A Night Out at a Micro Theatre

Theatrical trend born in ex-brothels

When night falls on Calle del Desengaño, a form of street theatre begins that’s as old as Madrid itself. The banter is bawdy, as a gang of impossibly tall women – made even taller in killer high heels and skin-tight lycra – call out to passing men. The script is tragicomic, with the occasional argument breaking out, always accompanied by raucous laughter. The stage is a triangular area running behind the Gran Vía and Calle de Fuencarral that continues to resist efforts to gentrify it.

Before 2008, this district was filled with brothels, but a group of local businesses saw an opportunity in the economic crisis. The Asociación de Comerciantes triBall bought out many puticlubs (brothels) and offered the venues to young artists, designers and restaurateurs for cheap rents. A collective, formed of professionals in Spanish theatre, cinema and television, decided to take up the offer and a new form of theatre was born. The limitations of the brothels’ small rooms led to the invention of micro theatre. Here, short intimate plays were performed to tiny audiences. At that time, the theatre too was in crisis, with audiences unable to pay for large-scale performances. At Microteatro por Dinero, tickets were cheap and queues soon formed around the block. The plays were short (around 15 minutes), which allowed directors and actors to experiment with the format. Drawn by the buzz, big names in Spanish theatre joined in the fun.

The format became so popular that the idea caught on not just in Madrid but also around Spain, and later Latin America and even Miami. It mostly remains a Spanish-language art form, although plays in English were performed in the city before the pandemic. The most popular venue in Madrid continues to be Microteatro por Dinero, now in a new venue on Calle de Loreto y Chicote just by Plaza de la Luna. If you speak Spanish, it’s a great night out. Buy tickets for a set of three plays and relax in the bar between performances. Be prepared for the actors to get up close and personal with the audience. On the street outside, actresses often importune passers-by with a saucy wink or wolf whistle.
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MARVELLOUS CERAMIC ART

Near Plaza del Dos de Mayo is a wonderful display of ceramic art advertising purgative teas and diarrhoea cures. The facade of the long-defunct Farmacía Juanse is a rare example of commercial ceramic art from the 1920s, a genre that has come back into fashion.

You’ll notice that many of Madrid’s bars have retro-style tiled facades. While few of these are original, two examples are found nearby: one is for a farm shop selling eggs just around the corner, while another belongs to the Casa Macareno, which still bears its original name, Felipe Marín y Hnos, painted onto its well-preserved 1920 tiled exterior.



Eating in Malasaña: Vegan and Veggie

La Huerta de Almería: Burgers and a great selection of vegan cakes in a health-food shop and restaurant. 10am-midnight €

Vega Álamo: Great Japanese curry, risotto and pad Thai. The set lunch is generous and excellent value. 1.30-11.30pm €€

Frutas Prohibidas: None of this scrummy fare is forbidden to vegans, even down to the excellent eggs Benedict. 10am-6pm Wed-Sun €€

Chia Chill: Cosy plant-filled haven famous for its brunches and refreshing lemonade. The set lunch is a bargain. 11am-4pm €€


BEST LIVE MUSIC VENUES

Siroco

The slickest of venues with a great sound system; bigger names often play here.

Café La Palma

Smaller concert venue, bar and disco with a varied programme.

Fotomatón Bar

Tiny disco bar hosting the weirdest and most wonderful indie concerts.

Club Maravillas

While the acoustics may not be the best, tickets are good value with a free drink.

El Perro de la Parte de Atrás del Coche

Alternative music of all stripes played in an underground venue.

Sala BarCo

Specialises in indie and electro sounds. Concerts start around 11pm, continuing until the wee hours.



Drinking in Malasaña: Bars

Casa Camacho: Standing room only in this lovely old bar that specialises in yayos, a killer mix of vermouth, gin and soda. 12.30pm-2am Mon-Sat

La Vía Láctea: Delightfully grungy relic of la movida madrileña. The music ranges across rock, pop, garage, rockabilly and indie. 7pm-3am

Tupperware: Malasaña stalwart with an enduring rockero (rocker) spirit, revelling in kitsch like plastic TVs with action-figure dioramas. 9pm-3am

Estupenda Café Bar: Upstairs, the Twin Peaks diner comes to life complete with coffee and cherry pie; downstairs is decked out like the Red Room. 5pm-2am


Modern Art in the Former Barracks

Tour the Conde Duque arts centre

The extravagant entrance to this former barracks is one of the most beautiful in the city. Fluid stone garlands and drapery frame an elegant hallway that leads out into a huge parade ground. While the Bourbon cavalry no longer rides in and out of Pedro de Ribera’s magnificent 18th-century entrance, it’s still an impressive sight. Once you’re through the security checks, linger for a moment before entering the courtyard as the interior of the gate is as stunning as the exterior.

Once home to the elite Royal Corps guards, this huge building made quite a statement. Covering a vast 60,000 sq metres, it was undeniably an expression of military might. Built in 1717 after Felipe V took over from the weakened Habsburg dynasty, it showed everyone in town that the new Bourbon’s were not to be messed with.

After a fire in 1869, it stood empty for years until it was restored to its former glory in 2011. These days, its agenda is gentler, as the Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque is now an arts centre. To find out about its extensive programme, head to the information desk in the building to your left on entering. The gallery of contemporary art on the 1st floor is always open. This rich collection of modern Spanish art includes paintings and graphic art with a smattering of photography, sculpture and drawings.

On the 2nd floor is a reconstruction of writer Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s Buenos Aires study. A contemporary of Dalí and Borges, like many leftist sympathisers, Gómez was forced to leave Spain during the Civil War. A treat for fans of the 1920s avant-garde, the room is filled with Gómez’ surreal collages and unusual objects picked up from markets. Look out for the disco balls on the ceiling, broken mirrors on the walls and gun on the desk.

[image: jpg]

Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque | stoyanh/Shutterstock ©


BEST VINTAGE SHOPS

Flamingos Vintage Kilo

A converted vaquería (shop selling milk directly from the cow). The clothes here are sold by weight.

Magpie Vintage

Fashions can go back as far as the 1940s here, yet prices remain surprisingly low.

Mucho Vintage

Everything from Scandinavian-style jumpers to Hawaiian shorts. A handy place to go when negotiating Madrid’s notoriously changeable weather.

Amores Eternos

Well-curated collection of vintage outfits going all the way back to the 1940s, sorted into different decades.

Kinda Kinks

Achingly hip store with emphasis on mod fashion. Particularly good for stylish shirts and band T-shirts.



Drinking in Malasaña: Cocktail Bars

Joséalfredo: Speakeasy vibes abound in this low-lit backstreet joint close to the action on Gran Vía. 7pm-3am

Medium Club: Feel the spirit move through you in this quirky bar that offers tarot and palm readings. 4pm-2am

1862 Dry Bar: Great cocktails, a refined air and muted decor make this one a favourite down Malasaña’s southern end. 4pm-2am

Bad Company 1920: You can’t enter this Prohibition-themed bar without a password (freely available on Instagram). 6pm-2am
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BEST ART GALLERIES

Telefónica Building

Madrid’s old telephone exchange and first skyscraper makes a great venue for photography exhibitions.

La Fiambrera

Hosts exhibitions and sells prints with a focus on pop art, street art and illustration.

Galería Blanca Berlín

Small photography gallery dealing in big names; often a must-see venue during the PHotoEspaña festival.

Museo ABC

Modern gallery in a converted brewery featuring Spanish illustrators and cartoonists.

Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque

The spacious galleries in this arts centre host exhibitions in a former barracks.

Casasur Artshop & Gallery

Showcases modern yet accessible work that leans more towards the figurative.



Drinking in Malasaña: Best Cafes

Café Comercial : The city’s oldest cafe preserves its old-world vibe with marble table tops and gleaming brass fittings. 8.30-1am

HanSo Cafe: A great matcha latte and spicy Turkish eggs are offered alongside your standard coffee and toast. 10am-8pm

La Manuela: Board games and cake served up in a stylish cafe that retains its original 1920s decor. noon-1.30am

Café Moderno: This cosy cafe on one of Malasaña’s most charming squares does a great deal on set breakfasts. 9am-3am


Drinks & Culture on Calle del Pez

Explore a historic street

If you’re short on time but want to sample the essence of Malasaña, take a stroll down Calle del Pez. From an interesting history to a vibrant cultural scene, this street has it all. Pez means ‘fish’ in Spanish, and at No 20 you can find a stone plaque with a fish on it – a reminder of the 17th-century origins of the street’s name.

The story goes that this site was once owned by a priest who created a series of fountains and ornamental ponds filled with fish. However, when property developer Juan Coronel bought the land and began to build, the fish started to die out. His daughter Blanca pleaded with him to rescue them but they couldn’t be saved. Coronel put up a commemorative plaque of a fish on the building that became known as Casa del Pez, and before long the street took on the same name.

Approaching from Calle de San Bernardo, you’ll see a bronze figure of a woman carrying books. The work of sculptor Antonio Santín, Julia the student represents the old Universidad Central de Madrid, which was once housed in the building behind her. Carrying on, you’ll come to Pez Tortilla, a craft beer emporium specialising in Spanish omelette that’s always packed to the gills. Being on Calle del Pez practically encourages you to drink like a fish; two favourite cocktail bars are also down this road, with the elegant 1862 Dry Bar coming just before Medium Club. The latter plunges customers into a mystical world with a rotating schedule of tarot readings, hypnotist shows and spooky seances.

But Calle del Pez is not only about drinking. The street is also home to La Fiambrera, one of Malasaña’s best small art galleries, as well as a rather bizarre display of coloured bottles and jeans sprouting astro turf at No 21, right opposite the Casa del Pez. While not Juan Coronel’s 17th-century original, the 1900 neo-Mudéjar building still sports a fish plaque on its facade. Also drop into Kinda Kinks, one Malasaña’s best vintage shops, before heading to Iglesia de San Antonio de los Alemanes at the end of the street. Built during Blanca Colonel’s time, this church has some of the finest frescoes in Madrid.
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MALASAñA’S BEST SQUARE

Local guide Joy Figueroa recommends her favourite city square. @joyofmadrid

While most people gravitate to Plaza del Dos de Mayo, it’s not what it was – these days it’s become a bit overrun. The plaza I enjoy the most is now San Ildefonso. It represents what I like about Malasaña: a convergence of many different things and people. At one end it has Calle de Colón, with Bodega de la Ardosa and Casa Baranda, two of the oldest bars in the neighbourhood. Then it has a cute gift shop called Nest, and just south is Calle de la Ballesta where things get livelier, giving Malasaña a bit of fun and funk. So really, it has a little bit of everything.



Eating in Malasaña: Best Chinese

Sichuan Kitchen: Top-notch Sichuan food can be adapted to suit your taste for spiciness. The pancetta is particularly good. noon-4.30pm & 7pm-midnight €

Little Dragon: Excellent handmade noodles, bao and wonton soup served in a bright, minimalist setting. 1-4.30pm & 7.30-11.30pm €

Hunan Restaurant: Stylish joint that specialises in Hunan cuisine. Look out for the tofu casserole and spicy eggplant. 1-4.30pm & 7-11pm €€

Jingxi Hotpot: Callos (tripe) is a well-loved dish in Madrid, and here it’s served in warming spicy soups. 1-4.30pm & 7.30pm-midnight Tue-Sun €€




Chueca
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USHER IN THE GOOD TIMES

Welcome to Madrid’s most colourful neighbourhood. Home to the city’s LGBTIQ+ community, endless nightlife, fancy restaurants and shops, lively street life, and some unique and avant-garde art galleries – Chueca’s a real treat.
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Mercado de San Antón | dmitro2009/Shutterstock ©

Chueca is one of central Madrid’s most appealing barrios, and possibly its most cosmopolitan. It is known as Madrid’s gay neighbourhood, akin to London’s Soho, with excellent restaurants, tons of bars and clubs, and the most elegant shopping. This is a neighbourhood that wears its heart on its sleeve. It’s a barrio that the LGBTIQ+ community has transformed from a neglected urban area into one of the coolest places in Spain, thanks largely to la movida madrileña cultural movement when its raucous nightlife became famous.

Come Pride time the entire neighbourhood is taken over by parties and celebrations of the Madrid Orgullo festival. In many ways, Chueca carries the essence of Madrid’s modern appeal: having fun and devotion to enjoying all the good things in life.

There is a charming museum, a church that feeds the homeless and blesses animals, and a couple of excellent independent art galleries, but the real draw here is the street life, food, bars and designer boutiques. The Mercado de San Antón, apart from offering some classy food stands, has a lovely roof terrace from which to appreciate the rooftops of Chueca with an afternoon drink, before hitting the restaurants, bars and clubs.

As a general rule, the further east you go, the more sophisticated Chueca becomes. Down on Calle del Almirante and Calle del Conde de Xiquena, it’s all about classy restaurants and designer boutiques. While around Plaza de Chueca – the neighbourhood’s heartbeat and meeting place of choice – it’s loud by night and with loads of fab places to eat. The area of Las Salesas, centring around Alonso Martínez metro station, has in the recent years emerged as a ‘neighbourhood’ in itself. Although it is arguably a pocket of Chueca, it has differentiated itself through high-end chain shops, fancy jewellers and designers.
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Chueca Metro Station | Jesus Hellin/Europa Press/Getty Images ©


DON’T MISS…

BAR COCK

Sip on excellent concoctions at historic A-list cocktail bars beloved by the locals.

EL CISNE AZUL

Chueca’s restaurant scene caters to a well-heeled local crowd that knows its gastronomy.

SOCIEDAD GENERAL DE AUTORES Y EDITORES

One of Madrid’s most unusual buildings, an extravagant confection devoted to Modernisme.

PLAZA DE CHUECA

Get here on a Saturday evening when the square and surrounding streets throng with people.

MOTT

Find designer fashions in some of Madrid’s most exclusive boutiques.

MERCADO DE SAN ANTóN

Madrid’s sleekest food market with three floors of fresh and gourmet offers, and a roof terrace.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bar Cock

2El Cisne Azul

3Mercado de San Antón

4Mott

5Plaza de Chueca

6Sociedad General de Autores y Editores

SIGHTS

7Alzueta Gallery

8Casa de las Siete Chimeneas

9COAM

10El Búho Real

11Galería de Arte Elvira González

12Galería Ehrhardt Flórez

13Galería Elba Benitez

14Iglesia de San Antón

15Libertad 8

16Museo del Romanticismo

17Palacio Buenavista

18Travesía Cuatro

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

19Apunto Cocina

20Escuela Europea de Cata

SLEEPING

21Casa Chueca

22Hostal América

23Hostal Don Juan

24Hotel Óscar

25Hotel Urso

26Only You Hotel

EATING

27Barganzo

28Bazaar

29Biang Biang Bar

30Celso y Manolo

31Cervecería Santa Bárbara

32Charrúa

33El Huerto de Lucas

34Frida

35Gran Café Santander

36Hermanas Arce

37Honest Greens

38La Barraca

39La Buena Vida

40La Duquesita

41La Pollería

42Mallorca

43Salt in Cake

44Taberna La Carmencita

45Tuk Tuk Asian Street Food

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

46Antigua Casa Ángel Sierra

47Bears Bar

48Club 54

49Del Diego

50Diurno

51Faraday

52Gatopardo Café

53Gin Club

● La Terraza de Óscar (see 24)

54Macera

55Museo Chicote

56Natif Coffee & Kitchen

57Osom Coffee Atelier

58Toni 2 Piano Bar

59Why Not?

60YOU&ME

ENTERTAINMENT

61Centro Cultural de Flamenco

62Intruso

SHOPPING

63Cacao Sampaka

64Casa Gonzalez & Gonzalez

65Despacio Concept Store

66Ecoalf

67La Oficial

68Le Labo

69Librería Berkana

70Loewe

71Malababa Santa Teresa

72Mestizo

73Panta Rhei

74Pasajes Librería Internacional

75Pez Casa

76Pez Tienda




MORE IN  CHUECA

Marvel at Masterpieces at the Museo del Romanticismo

19th-century cultural immersion

The intriguing Museo del Romanticismo is devoted to the Romantic period of the 19th century. Set within a late 18th-century mansion that was converted into a museum in 1924 by the Marqués Benigno de la Vega-Inclán y Flaquer (who was involved in the creation of the chain of luxury hotels known as paradores) to house a minor treasure trove of mostly 19th-century paintings, furniture, porcelain, books and photos. Among its other bits and bobs from a bygone age, it offers an insight into what upper-class houses were like in the 19th century.

There is a wealth of valuable paintings on the walls, most notably Goya’s portrait of Pope Gregory the Great, and José Gutierrez de la Vega’s painting of author, journalist and politician Mariano José de Larra who, like the ultimate romantic, took his own life over a tumultuous relationship; the gun he used to kill himself is grimly on display. In fact, much of the museum is dedicated to Larra’s prolific career and eventful life – he is considered one of the greatest authors of his era, thanks to his satirical and critical works that dissect the customs and politics of 19th-century Spanish society. Spain was rocked by political upheaval, with progressives fighting against a repressive monarchy, so the elegance and refinery of the figures staring out at you from behind the numerous canvases are only part of the historical picture (excuse the pun). Unfortunately you won’t really understand these political intricacies unless you speak Spanish, as longer explanations of exhibits are not translated. It’s a fascinating place to spend a couple of hours, and the giant doll’s house filled with animated 19th-century figures going about their business will particularly appeal to children.

The garden cafe is a wonderful place for a coffee or lunch, and the perfect way to finish your visit. There’s a limit of 100 visitors inside the museum at any one time.
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Museo del Romanticismo | Carlos Lujan/Europa Press/Getty Images ©


THE TUMULTUOUS LIFE OF LARRA

Mariano José de Larra was born in Madrid in 1809, and having spent his early years in France, came back in 1817 with his French markedly better than his Spanish. He quickly recovered his mother tongue, becoming one of Spain’s most respected authors.

Chaotic by nature, Larra found the discipline of university studies challenging and, marrying in haste at the age of 20, broke off his family ties and plunged into journalism. The following years entailed a difficult marriage, three children and a divorce, all combined with prolific writing and translating.

After a woman called Dolores Armijo ended their affair in his house in 1837, Larra shot himself before she had barely gone out the door.



Eating in Chueca: Our Picks

Hermanas Arce: Clean Nordic lines, home-cooked food, incredible desserts and beautiful breakfasts. 9am-4.30pm Mon-Fri €€

Taberna La Carmencita: Established 1854, this has anything from roast goat to razor clams. 12.30-4pm & 7.30-11pm Mon-Thu, 12.30-11pm Fri-Sun €€

El Cisne Azul: Renowned for seasonal produce used in innovative dishes incorporating setas (wild mushrooms). 1-4pm & 8-11pm Tue-Sun €€

Bazaar: Well-priced, beautifully prepared food in a pristine setting and casual atmosphere. 1-4pm & 8-11pm Sun-Thu, to 11.30pm Fri & Sat €



A CHUECA NIGHTLIFE CRAWL

[image: ]

Start your night just off the Gran Vía, at  1 Angelita, a bar that has one of the best wine lists in Madrid. Then, go to 2 La Terraza de Óscar, one of Madrid’s stunning rooftop terraces with views of the gorgeous skyline and a small swimming pool. Next up is 3 Diurno, one of the most important hubs of barrio life in Chueca. It’s always full with a fun local crowd relaxing amid the greenery.

Grab a bite and a glass of vermouth at the historic 4 Antigua Casa Ángel Sierra, where locals have been drinking since 1917. It can get pretty lively on weekend evenings when it almost takes over  5 Plaza de Chueca.

As midnight nears, you have several options, including the gay-friendly, busy and popular 6 Why Not?, where there’s a crowd every night of the week. Expect intense and sweaty dancing, pop hits, old and new, and a really good time. Alternatively, the more upmarket 7 Club 54, invokes New York’s namesake venue and its party-hard-while-still-looking-stylish vibe.

If you’re after something less sweaty, check what’s on at 8 Libertad 8. Its small-stage bar attracts a whole range of artists, poets, singers and musicians, and it’s one of the most enduring live venues in Chueca. Greet the dawn at the legendary 9 Toni 2 Piano Bar, where the age range is from 20 to 80, and everyone sings along to old Spanish hits lead by the octogenarian pianist.




Love Stories, Ghosts & Wedding Cakes

Chueca’s architectural highlights

Sociedad General de Autores y Editores, the swirling, melting wedding cake of a building, is as close as Madrid comes to the work of Antoni Gaudí, which so illuminates Barcelona. It’s a joyously self-indulgent (if slightly grimy) ode to Modernisme (an architectural and artistic style, influenced by art nouveau and sometimes known as Catalan modernism) and is virtually one of a kind in Madrid. Casual visitors are actively discouraged, but what you see from the street is impressive enough. The only exception is on the first Monday of October, International Architecture Day, when its interior staircase alone is reason enough to come and look inside.

This building is in the centre of Chueca, but if you head over to Plaza de Cibeles, on the northwest edge you will come across the Palacio Buenavista. Set back amid gardens, it is now occupied by the army (and not open to the public). It once belonged to the Alba family, and the young Duchess of Alba, Cayetana, who was widely rumoured to have had an affair with the artist Goya in the 18th century, lived here for a time.

A block northwest of the Plaza de la Cibeles is the 16th-century mansion Casa de las Siete Chimeneas (House of Seven Chimneys), which takes its name from the seven chimneys it still boasts. The house is popular with urban myth-lovers, while some say that the ghost of one of Felipe II’s lovers – who stabbed herself in the heart – still runs about here in distress on certain evenings. There is even a story that a woman’s skeleton was discovered during renovations in the 19th century, with a dagger in her ribs. Others, however, claim it is the ghost of his illegitimate daughter that keeps making the rounds. On a full moon, the ghost can apparently be seen on the roof at night gazing lovingly at the Royal Palace. Nowadays, it’s home to the Ministry of Education.
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Palacio Buenavista | lindasky76/Shutterstock ©


BEST FOR BOOKS IN CHUECA

Panta Rhei

A treasure trove for those interested in all things to do with visual arts.

Librería Berkana

A go-to bookshop for topics relating to LGBTIQ+ life, events and nightlife listings.

Pasajes

One of the best curated international bookshops in town, with books on arts, politics, philosophy, music and fiction titles.

Apunto Cocina

This bookshop is a marvel for budding chefs, with over 5000 titles and a shop selling cooking utensils.

Fundación MAPFRE

An excellent museum bookshop focusing on books related to exhibiting artists, art theory and philosophy.



Eating in Chueca: Best for Breakfast

Frida: Sit in the beautiful interior next to the large windows, or the pretty terrace to order a tostada and café con leche. 10am-1am €

Gran Café Santander: A grand old, now updated, local that’s the perfect spot to people-watch over a croissant and coffee. 8am-midnight €

Honest Greens:  On Calle Hortaleza, this small chain specialises in healthy breakfasts – try the burrito. 8.30am-11pm €

Celicioso: Gluten-free options including a selection of pastries that are perfect for breakfast. 10.30am-9.30pm €

A Contemporary Art Crawl

Madrid’s hippest art galleries

Chueca has some of the most avant-garde spaces in the art world and visiting its small galleries can be a wonderful way to spend a day. At its helm is Travesía Cuatro, which features exhibits focusing on artists exploring sociopolitical themes. It first started as a bridge between Spain and Latin America, and today you’ll also find a Travesía Cuatro space in both Mexico City and Guadalajara. The range of thought-provoking artists who’ve exhibited here is wide – from the excellent contemporary installations of Alvaro Urbano, to the pictorialism of mid-20th century Brazilian artist Eleonore Koch.

Just around the corner, Galería Elba Benítez is set within a 19th-century villa that hosts sculpture, installations, video art and performance art by a wide range of global artists. In the same building, Galería Ehrhardt Flórez harks back to the post-Franco 1980s. The gallery opened with an exhibition by American artist Cy Twombly, creating quite a stir on the contemporary art scene and today you can expect an excellent range of European artists represented.

Heading further into Chueca, you’ll come across the Alzueta Gallery, a gorgeous open space that hosts a range of local and international painters. Expanding to the capital from their original space in Barcelona, here exhibitions are rotated on an almost monthly basis.

To the northwestern edge of Chueca, Galería de Arte Elvira González in Las Salesas is possibly the most exquisitely programmed gallery in town. Its eponymous owner has a high standing in the art world and her first exhibitions featured Picasso and Rothko in its smaller, original location. The current space hosts works by similarly impressive names, including Spanish artists Chema Madoz and Miquel Barceló, and globally renowned names such as Robert Mapplethorpe, Olafur Eliasson and Yoshihiro Suda. Whatever’s showing, don’t miss this one.


POLITICAL PRIDE

While the big crowds may be the only unpleasantness you’ll have during Pride week (if you don’t like crowds), a dark cloud has appeared in the form of VOX, a far-right party with a minority in local government that recently tried to repeal hard-won LGBTIQ+ rights.

With the repressive Franco regime still a recent memory, the scene is politically active and this attack was easily quashed. So while you may hear the derogatory word maricón at Pride, be assured that this Spanish slur has been reclaimed by the community and is probably just in jest. Fun fact: Madrid Pride got its own bitcoin in the form of the ‘maricoin’ in 2021.



Eating in Chueca: Where to Get Good Cake

La Duquesita: Take a lavish step back in time with wonderful traditional pastries and cakes. It’s been here in Chueca since 1914. 9am-8.30pm €

Mallorca: Around since 1931, there are excellent pastries, coffee and tostadas (toast) for those sugar pangs. 9am-9pm €

Salt in Cake: Cakes with natural ingredients only, low in sugar and vegan cheesecake options. What’s not to like. 11am-11pm €

El Huerto de Lucas: Organic food, snacks and healthy cake. Eco- and child-friendly, this little market has a relaxed vibe. 10.30am-2pm Mon-Sat €
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Madrid Orgullo (Pride) | Unai Huizi Photography/Shutterstock ©


THE EVOLUTION OF PRIDE

The first Orgullo parade in Madrid took place in the mid 1980s, starting around Calle Pelayo and spreading throughout Chueca. The year 1997 saw the first floats at the parade, marking an important milestone in the political and festive character of this social movement.

The Orgullo celebrations grew over the years, and the political progress of the movement culminated in 2005, when gay marriage was legalised in Spain by PM José Luis Zapatero, making Spain only the third country in the world to do so.

Today Spain remains one of the countries at the forefront of LGBTIQ+ rights. Madrid Orgullo was voted the best gay event in the world in 2009 and 2010.



Eating in Chueca: Best Global Eats

Biang Biang Bar: Homemade flat Chinese noodles in delicious sauces – aubergine, pulled pork, chicken and chestnuts – and amazing dumplings. 1-4pm & 8-11pm Wed-Sun €

Barganzo: Dip that bread into some excellent hummus in this Middle Eastern diner – great falafel and tabbouleh, too. 1-5.30pm & 7.30pm-midnight Sun-Fri €

Tuk Tuk Asian Street Food:  Fantastic pit stop for authentic comfort food from Thailand, Indonesia, China and Singapore. Several locations around town. 1-11pm €€

Charrúa: Sizzling steaks, sausages and vegetables are prepared by an expert Uruguayan chef in an elegant interior. 1.30-4pm & 8pm-midnight €€€

Join in the Festivities at Madrid Orgullo

Europe’s largest Pride festival

On the weekend following International Pride Day, the city rolls out the red carpet to welcome LGBTIQ+ tourists from all over the world for Europe’s largest Pride festival, Madrid Orgullo, held annually in July.

Part of Madrid Orgullo’s success might be due to the fact Spain was one of the first European countries to legislate in favour of gay marriage. When you consider that homosexuality was outlawed under Franco’s regime, it’s an astounding reversal. It’s a shift that’s occurred thanks largely to movements like la movida madrileña, which from the mid-1970s to 1980s rapidly moved Madrid along towards acceptance of its LGBTIQ+ citizens.

However, the festival is somewhat a victim of its own success and has lost some of its intimacy. In earlier years bars were allowed to set up impromptu discos outside, but now outdoor music is restricted to Plaza de Pedro Zerolo, Plaza del Rey, Plaza de Callao and Plaza de España. Saturday’s parade, which runs down Paseo del Prado and Paseo de Recoletos, tends to be heaving. You can avoid the worst of the crowds by taking the cercanías (local train) to Recoletos and viewing it from there. Another event not to be missed is the annual Carrera de Tacones (high heels race) down Calle Pelayo; if you want to take part, email carrerataconespelayo@gmail.com. Heels can be no higher than 15cm. It gets very crowded, so come early.

If you’re eager to tap into the gay networks of Chueca, go to the outstanding Librería Berkana. One of the most important gay and lesbian bookshops in Madrid, it stocks books, movies, magazines, music, clothing and a host of free magazines for nightlife and other gay-focused activities in Madrid and around Spain. This is where you’ll find the biweekly Shangay, Spain’s first gay magazine with articles, news, listings and contact ads. Check out travelgay.es for their Mapa Gay de Madrid.


THE LONG ROAD FROM MARGINALISATION TO GENTRIFICATION

If you talk to any local, they’ll all tell you the same thing: ‘You should have seen Chueca in the ‘80s’. And indeed, Chueca’s transformation from the Franco years, through the decades following his death, is quite spectacular.

The neighbourhood was marginalised and poor, with a reputation as a drug-addled den. As recently as 1998 Newspaper El País described it as a ‘black spot on the city map’. The movida movement was centred here, with many of the city’s artists indulging in all kinds of hedonism, while the bohemian vibe attracted the gay community in the intervening decades. Despite much resistance from the authorities, this seeded today’s gentrified face of the neighbourhood.



Eating in Chueca: Best for Spanish Food

Celso y Manolo: Ideal for those looking for a touch of the traditional from the north of Spain. 1pm-midnight €€

Cervecería Santa Bárbara: Traditional Spanish bar (est 1815) serves patatas bravas, morcilla and other delights. noon-11.30pm Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat €€

La Barraca: The place to come for a real paella, not the tourist version too often found in Madrid. 1.30-4.15pm & 7.30-11.15pm €€

La Buena Vida: A prestigious Chueca place that is perennially popular with a well-heeled, food-loving crowd. 1.30-4pm & 8-11pm Wed-Mon €€€


Join the Queue for Phallic Desserts at La Pollería

Naughty and nice

In the heart of Madrid’s gay district, La Pollería sells penis-shaped waffles on a stick, that can be smothered in toppings of your choice. The name is a play on polla, Spanish slang for this manly part of the body - if you want churros, you go to a churrería and if you want pollas, then the pollería is the place. It’s so popular, there are often queues outside. Be warned, however, you’ll have to eat it loud and proud on the street! There was also a coñería around the corner, selling the feminine version of these waffles. Seemingly this was less popular as they are no longer there.

Visit Madrid’s Only Animal-Friendly Church

A church for all

San Antón is the patron saint of animals and if you visit this 18th-century Calle Hortaleza church on 17 January, you’ll find lines of pet owners patiently waiting for a blessing. Shepherds sometimes bring their flocks to the church, blocking traffic across town. Many kit their dogs out in ribbons and even fur coats. The church is also popular on 14 February, when lovers come to tie ribbons onto bars beside a casket that is said to contain the bones of Saint Valentine. Iglesia de San Antón is also said to contain the relics of San Antón himself, and inside, you will see a replica of Goya’s painting The Last Communion of St Joseph of Calasanz. This institution is a sanctuary for Madrid’s homeless all year round, providing them with free sandwiches, hot drinks and a place to charge their phones. It takes donations in the vending machine in the doorway.


THE STORY OF WOMEN

The history of LGBTIQ+ rights often focuses on men, but an equally important part of the story is the struggle against the structural oppression of women. While gay men were imprisoned during Franco’s fascism and transgendered people subject to police brutality, lesbians were often put into psychiatric institutions.

The resistance against oppression and the battle for equal rights of Spanish lesbian and queer women is documented in the film Violet: The Lesbian Revolution (available for free online). Each year, 26 April marks Lesbian Visibility Day with public gatherings across the city.



Drinking in Chueca: Our Picks

Café Gijón: Serving coffee, drinks (and food) since 1888 to Madrid’s intellectuals, conservative Franco diehards and young madrileños looking for a quiet drink. 9am-1am

Diurno: This cafe-bar is always full with a fun, local crowd. 10am-5pm & 8pm-midnight

La Terraza de Óscar: Stunning, chilled rooftop terrace sitting atop the Hotel Óscar with a small swimming pool. 5pm-1am Mon-Sat, 3pm-2am Sat

Macera: Here they distil their own spirits to feature on an impressive cocktail list enjoyed amid its striking ambience. 6pm-2am

Taste Quality Offerings at the Mercado de San Antón

Buzzing food market

The most modern of Madrid’s indoor markets, stalls at the Mercado de San Antón sell gourmet treats and organic fare along with small cafe-bars that serve tapas and drinks. The ground floor is all about fresh produce and deli-style food, while upstairs there’s all manner of appealing varieties of food stalls from Venezuela, India and Peru and other corners of the globe. It’s good for tapas too; try the Spanish tortilla at La Taberna de la Ancha. Otherwise grab a stool at Bodegón Gourmet or Bodegón Vinos to snack on a tapa while you taste their wine, vermouth or sherry, all authentic Spanish-style, or eat an elaborate sandwich with truffle at Bocatame. The rooftop restaurant and bar 11 Nudos Terraza Nordés is very popular for sunset drinks, though you’ll pay for the view. Like the Mercado San Miguel it does get busy, so if you’re not a fan of crowds try the nearby Mercado Barceló, or the food markets in the La Latina/Lavapiés area – a great place to go if you want to feel the buzz of Chueca and hop around sampling tapas.
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Mercado de San Antón | eli medeiros/Shutterstock ©


SAN ANTÓN & HIS HOG

Chueca has two spots dedicated to San Antón, the patron saint of animals: the eponymous church and market. St Anthony the Abbot, as he is known in English, was one of the first saints to venture into the wilderness, and the tales of his life talk of his great healing powers and massive temptations by the devil.

He apparently worked as a swineherd, survived on just bread and water and salt (only once a day), and some legends say that he was accompanied by a wild hog all his life. Indeed, if you look up above the entrance to the Iglesia de San Antón, you’ll see a piglet standing by the saint’s feet.



Drinking in Chueca: Best for Cocktails

Museo Chicote: Madrid landmark with a 1930s-era interior, and founder who invented more than 100 cocktails! 1pm-3am Mon-Sat, to 1am Sun

Bar Cock: Attracting A-list celebrities, wannabes and refined thirty-somethings for drinks amid old world decor. 7pm-3am Mon-Thu, to 3.30am Fri & Sat

Del Diego: One of Madrid’s favourite bars with an old-world vibe and 75 cocktail varieties. 7pm-3am Mon-Thu, to 3.30am Fri & Sat

Gin Club: Here it’s all about gin, with 40-plus different types, including 16 Spanish varieties. 2pm-12.30am Sun-Thu, 2pm-2am Fri & Sat

Style Guide for Chueca

Shopping for fashion

One of Madrid’s most stylish neighbourhoods, Chueca is somewhere you’ll need to load up the bank account as this ain’t the place for budget shopping. Unlike its near neighbour Malasaña, which is all about retro, vintage and edgy streetwear, here’s more about splurging on classy outfits, jewellery and gorgeous objects.


Just off Plaza Santa Barbara is the now world-renowned brand Ecoalf, that uses only upcycled materials for its elegant and practical clothing, accessories and footwear line.

At the highest end of the scale of style and price range is the top brand Loewe. Born in Madrid in 1846, Loewe is arguably Spain’s signature line in high-end fashion and its landmark store on the Gran Vía is one of the most famous and elegant in the capital. Classy handbags and accessories are the mainstays. Prices can be jaw-droppingly high, but it’s worth stopping by, even if you don’t plan to buy.

For those seeking out the ultimate elegant look, Pez Tienda stocks some of the city’s most luxurious, understated items to go with exquisite jewellery. Further up the street, Pez Casa offers lush blankets, scented candles, colourful glassware, 1950s lamps and quirky ceramics, all carefully selected and displayed in their beautiful space (though prices here will likely mean you’ll end up admiring rather than buying). On Calle Santa Teresa, on the other side of Calle Fernando VI, light-filled Malababa Santa Teresa features classy Spanish-made accessories, including jewellery, handbags, shoes, purses and belts – all beautifully displayed.

Along Calle Pelayo, Casa Gonzalez & Gonzalez is an old carpentry shop that’s been transformed into a cosy little nook specialising in traditional home items from Spain, Portugal, Germany, Japan and the UK – all crafted by local artisans from each country. They also have excellent natural soaps, including the legendary Aleppo variety, made of bay leaf and olive oil.

A bit further up the street is lovely La Oficial, a ceramics haven selling dishes and decorative pieces made in Spain and Portugal. It’s all sold by weight and absolutely delightful. If you want to feast your eyes on more lush housewares, head to Calle de Piamonte’s Mestizo for bespoke and restored antique pieces that sit along gorgeous, sofas and tables, ceramics, paintings and sculptures.

For flowing, stylish fashion, Mott offers beautifully embroidered dresses, linen jackets and exquisite, unique jewellery. For more affordable design pieces, the nearby Despacio Concept Store has perfect gifts such as contemporary Danish-designed kitchenware, sustainable Spanish fashion brands and bags made from recycled material. Run by three siblings and their mother who collaborate closely with sustainable and ethically produced European brands.

High-quality single-origin cocoa and chocolate can be found at Cacao Sampaka, the Madrid branch of the Barcelona factory. It works like a ‘market’ where you get a basket to pick up dark chocolate bars from Madagascar, Mexico and Ecuador. Its innovative flavour mixes make for a great gift idea.


Last but not least, Le Labo is a global perfume brand with a single branch in Madrid that has 19 fragrances to choose from, each purporting to be genderless. For a personalised experience, your perfume of choice is mixed in front of you and labelled with your name. Although it’s a little gimmicky, the fragrances are absolutely divine.
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MADRID’S WORLD GASTRO SPOTS

Ramzi Nasir is the owner of Plantate Cafe. @plantatecafe

Madrid is living a beautiful moment in its history, with an explosion of culinary experimentation. Start with pastries from El Clan Obrador or Santo Bakehouse. Lunch must be at Bunny Chao, a perfectly executed Asian fusion hole-in-the-wall, in Antón Martin. Alternatively, go to Fratelli Figurato – year after year they are awarded for the best pizza in Spain, and it is totally deserved.

Walk down to Puente de Toledo for a beautiful view of Madrid Río park. Grab a caña at Bar Toboggan, just for the cinematic ambiance, then feast on the vegan plate at little known Habesha Ethiopian. Finish the day at La Lorenza – the best spot for evening drinks.



Drinking in Chueca: Historic Bars

Café Gijón: Attracting Spain’s great 20th-century literary figures for coffee and conversation, drink and food has been served here since 1888. 9am-1am

Antigua Casa Ángel Sierra: Hardly changed since it opened in 1917, this historic taberna (tavern) is the antithesis of modern Chueca chic. noon-1am

Gran Café El Espejo: Former haunt for writers is this gem blending modernist and art deco styles. 8am-midnight Mon-Fri, from 9am Sat & Sun

Toni 2 Piano Bar: Old-school Spain with long bar and piano; it was featured in a Jim Jarmusch movie. 11.30pm-5.30am Sun-Thu, 10pm-6am Fri & Sat


CHUECA – WHAT’S BEHIND THE NAME?

The neighbourhood of Chueca is named after one of Madrid’s composers, Federico Chueca (1846–1908), who created many much-loved zarzuelas and operas. Born in Madrid, Chueca started composing while serving a prison sentence for political activity. His compositions proved so successful, he could afford to abandon his hated medicine studies and dedicate himself to music.

Previous to its being named Chueca, the area was simply referred to as the barrio de la Justicia. The wider neighbourhood still carries the name Justicia, and Chueca is one of its integral parts. Plaza de Chueca was previously known as Plaza de San Gregorio, and it was renamed in 1943, honouring the composer and giving the entire area its current moniker.



Drinking in Chueca: Best for Specialty Coffee

Faraday: Run by a young Argentine couple who make the barrio’s best coffee and sell a great selection of LPs, too. 10am-8pm Tue-Sun

Natif Coffee & Kitchen: Las Salesas excels at these bougie cake and coffee spots, and Natif’s offerings are absolutely perfect. 8.30am-8pm Tue-Sun

Gatopardo Café: A cute tiny spot on Calle Santa Teresa with bookshelves, soft lighting and jazz; perfect for a calm cup of coffee. 8.30am-8pm

Osom Coffee Atelier: Going for an industrial, minimalist look, Osom makes excellent coffee, breakfasts and pastries. Try their dirty chai. 8am-8pm

Take in Excellent Exhibitions at Fundación MAPFRE

Fine painting and photography exhibitions

There’s always something great to see at the Fundación MAPFRE. An art space set inside a creaky-floored mansion belonging to a former duchess, its painting and photography exhibitions are split across two floors showcasing excellent Spanish and international artists. Previous works include the paintings of Marc Chagall and Leonora Carrington, and photography by Lee Friedlander, Carlos Pérez Siquier, and so on. You can easily spend half a day here, and follow it up by browsing their excellent bookstore, finishing your visit with a drink at nearby Café Gijón.

Hidden Quiet Corners

Peaceful spots in Chueca

This being such a buzzing neighbourhood, you might want a quiet spot for a breather between art galleries or shopping in Chueca. Beware that ‘quiet’ is a relative term here, for Madrid can be a very loud city indeed.

If you’re close to the Gran Vía, head to Plaza del Rey, home to Casa de las Siete Chimeneas, a little square with central fountain and trees and a number of bars with outdoor seating. It’s normally a lovely place for a coffee, a bit of lunch or afternoon drinks, away from the nearby crowds.

Just off Calle Hortaleza, next to the Iglesia de San Anton, COAM is Madrid’s official architecture school that hides an undulating patio area with trees and stone benches. It’s the perfect place to rest your legs and sit for a while, observing the modern complex of the school. COAM sometimes hosts architecture-themed exhibitions in its foyer, which you can enter and see for free, although the focus can be somewhat specialised. Within the complex, Bosco de Lobos is a cafe-restaurant serving mainly Italian dishes including pizza; a nice place for coffee on the terrace, but service here service here can sometimes take a while.


BECAUSE THERE IS NO PLANET B

Coined by Ecoalf, the phrase ‘Because There Is No Planet B’ is precisely the sentiment that started the idea of a clothing brand made from recycled materials. Established in 2015, the Ecoalf Foundation started as a collaboration with a project called Upcycling the Oceans, with the objectives of cleaning up the oceans and use the marine waste once it was recovered, raising awareness of the climate crisis in the process.

The company makes Ocean Yarn out of the millions of tonnes of plastic waste that are dumped in world’s oceans every day, and aims to preserve water supplies. The fashion world’s water usage could allegedly supply 110 million people with water every year.



Drinking in Chueca: Best LGBTIQ+ Spots

Bears Bar: A small space with a huge reputation for its friendly service and fun but relaxed atmosphere. Much loved by locals. 7pm-2.30am

Why Not?: An underground, narrow space packed with bodies, gay-friendly Why Not? is just the best place for dancing. 10.30pm-6am

YOU&ME: Cocktail bar with low-key vibes serving up copas (glasses) of jelly beans and plenty of charm to a mixed LGBTIQ+ crowd. 10.30pm-6am

Club 54: Modelled on the famous New York club Studio 54, this nightclub has a stomping atmosphere and loads of dancing. 11pm-4am Wed-Sun


Play Chef for a Day

Spanish cooking classes

Spain’s olive oil is world-renowned and a top-quality bottle is available almost anywhere where you can buy food – but it isn’t always easy to discern one oil from another. At the Escuela Europea de Cata you can learn everything you ever wanted to know and more about the wonders of Spanish olive oil: from the complex system of official quality classifications to tastings of the final product. It’s a wonderful introduction into this quintessentially Spanish world. Most classes are in Spanish.

If you want to expand your range of culinary skills and learn to cook Spanish food, as well as Mexican, head for Apunto Cocina, an engaging little cookery school and bookstore that runs fun yet professional cooking classes and has a stellar range of nearly 5000 cookbooks for sale. Its one-day cooking classes – some in English – include tapas-making, Mexican cuisine, traditional Spanish rice dishes and international cuisine cookery courses.
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WHY I LOVE CHUECA

Vesna Maric, Lonely Planet writer

Chueca is one of those places where you can be – well, just yourself. Despite its increasing gentrification, it has a cosmopolitan, international feeling, while still retaining a distinctly Madrid vibe. You can people-watch on Plaza Chueca to your heart’s delight, and sit among locals enjoying a caña. There are plenty of bars, cafes and restaurants which are great for reading, meeting friends or getting a fancy meal. I often have a ‘day out’ just wandering its streets and popping into the various bookshops and boutiques, browsing for excellent books, antiques and ceramics, and admiring some eye-poppingly expensive clothing. If I fancy a night out, I head to Chueca for its variety of cocktail bars and clubs – you can literally party all night long.



Drinking in Chueca: Live Music and Drinks

Centro Cultural de Flamenco: Small but renowned cultural centre offering flamenco and drinks. shows at 6pm, 7.30pm, 9pm & 10.30pm

El Búho Real: It looks like your average Madrid bar, but El Búho Real is all about acoustic music. 8pm-3am Thu-Sat

Libertad 8: One of the most enduring live venues in Chueca, this small-stage bar attracts storytellers, poets, and singer-songwriters. 4pm-2.30am

Intruso: Jazz jam sessions on Tuesdays, and dance music throughout the week, until late. 9pm-6am




Chamberí & Northern Madrid
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TRANQUIL AND TRENDSETTING

In the late 19th century, as aristocratic families began settling in Chamberí, this once marginalised industrial neighbourhood transformed. Today it is one of Madrid’s most upscale and exclusive residential areas.
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If Madrid’s barrios (neighbourhoods) were on a spectrum – with the boho-artsy Malasaña, Lavapiés and La Latina at one end, and posh Barrio Salamanca at the other – then Chamberí sits somewhere in the centre as a tranquil-yet-trendsetting sibling, slightly off the tourist radar.

Situated north of Madrid’s city centre, this picturesque, tree-lined quarter is a mix of elegant architecture, family-run shops and modern establishments. This is where to go if you want a local experience away from the tourist traps, and to visit cosy cafes, traditional markets and vibrant neighbourhood squares, like the family-friendly Plaza de Olavide.

In recent years, Chamberí has emerged as a gastronomic hub, thanks to Michelin-starred restaurants and innovative concepts from Spanish chefs who challenge the traditional dining experience. One of the district’s most popular streets, Calle de Ponzano, has become synonymous with late-afternoon aperitifs and dining culture, even earning its own verb: ‘Ponzaneando’, or ‘ponzaning’.

Head towards the Almagro district at the eastern end, and you’ll find magnificent 19th-century mansions of the Spanish aristocracy. A crowning cultural attraction in this area is the Museo Sorolla, showcasing the life’s work of the renowned Valencian Impressionist artist, Joaquín Sorolla. Sitting serenely amid a landscaped garden, the museum was the artist’s former residence and features a collection of his exquisite paintings and former studio.

Further north, Chamartín departs from Chamberí’s tranquil residential setting with its fast-paced atmosphere. While not as charming as Madrid’s historic barrios, it has its own upbeat vibe, especially during the working week when it buzzes with corporate activity. If you happen to be here after Real Madrid has won a big game at the world-famous Santiago Bernabéu stadium, you’ll be swept up in the excitement of the passionate madridistas. Chamartín is also home to the tranquil Parque de Berlín, which features remnants of the Berlin Wall.
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DON’T MISS…

MUSEO SOROLLA

Former home and studio of celebrated Impressionist artist from Valencia, Joaquín Sorolla.

PLAZA DE OLAVIDE

Picturesque circular plaza dotted with inviting restaurants, bars and cafes.

SALA CANAL DE ISABEL II

Water tower serving as multi-level exhibition space for photography and fashion. 

CALLE DE PONZANO

Popular street for enjoying tapas and aperitifs in charming taverns, bars and restaurants.

MERCADO DE VALLEHERMOSO

Indoor market popular among locals, with a vibrant mix of global cuisine. 

BETI JAI PELOTA COURT

Madrid’s last-standing pelota wall built in the late 19th century in neoclassical and neo-Mudéjar styles.

ESTADIO SANTIAGO BERNABÉU

World-famous football stadium and the home of Real Madrid.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Beti Jai Pelota Court

2Calle de Ponzano

3Museo Sorolla

4Plaza de Olavide

5Sala Canal de Isabel II

SIGHTS

6Estación de Chamberí

7La Casa de Siempre

SLEEPING

8Hotel Ágora Juan de Austria

9 Hotel One Shot Luchana 22

10 Hotel Orfila

11 Hotel Santo Mauro

12 Palafox 23 Hostel

EATING

13Alma Cheli

14Benares

15Cantero 1956

16Ceci Bakery

17Clos Madrid

18El Invernadero

19Fanática

20Fide

21Fismuler

22La Mina

23La Tasquería

24Le Qualité Tasca

25Los Arcos de Ponzano

26Mama Campo

27Mazál Bagels & Café

28Mercato Italiano

29Mo de Movimiento

30Ramen Komainu

31Restaurante Coque

32Saddle Madrid

33Sala de Despiece

34Santa Kafeina

35Skylar

36Trikki

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

● Cafeteando (see 19)

37Cervecería L’Europe

38Dash

39Kloster

40Oldenburg

41Toma Café Olavide

ENTERTAINMENT

42Cine Yelmo Luxury Palafox

SHOPPING

43Feli Almacen

44Generación X

45Olavide Bar de Libros

46Terracotta Estudio de Cerámica

47Vualá




MORE IN CHAMBERí & NORTHERN MADRID

The Gourmet Trail of Calle de Ponzano

Famous dining and drinking street

On any given week night, Calle de Ponzano buzzes with a lively atmosphere, usually with a young crowd of professionals enjoying un after (after-work drinks and a nibble). This long street – near the metro stops of Iglesia, Alonso Cano and Ríos Rosas – is Chamberí’s most famous gastro destination, dotted with modern bars, taverns and restaurants. It’s become so popular that exploring this street has coined its own verb and complementary hashtag: ‘Ponzaning’ and ‘Ponzaneando’. Calle de Ponzano offers a more relaxed kind of enjoyment that gets locals through the working week, especially with great food and company.

And there’s great food indeed, with restaurants covering the wide spectrum of Spanish gastronomy – from the traditional Los Arcos de Ponzano, a pit stop along the Ruta del Cocido Madrileño (an annual food festival at the end of the winter season) to the innovative Sala de Despiece, an upbeat industrial space with long bar counters and a fiery table show. You’ll find regulars flocking to Fide to grab a cold caña (small draught beer), enjoyed with anchovies and mussels fresh from a tin can. Meanwhile, El Invernadero earned a green Michelin star for its sustainable ‘green haute cuisine’, where vegetables are the protagonist on the menu.

With such diverse, numerous locales to drink and dine in, it’s a daunting task to choose which ones to visit. No need to limit yourself to the selection on Ponzano – the streets branching out from it are also excellent culinary quarters minus the crowds, so do take a detour and explore the gastro roads less travelled, on Calle de Espronceda, Modesto la Fuente and Santa Engracia. Some excellent spots to hit include Skylar for its melty tortilla and cocido (meat-and-chickpea stew), Trikki for legit Cajun cuisine and New Orleans jazz, and Mo de Movimiento, a vast indoor industrial garden serving a Mediterranean menu.
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CHAMBERÍ’S BEST LOCAL GIFT SHOPS

Olavide Bar de Libros

Quaint, quiet bookshop where you can browse and enjoy coffee and home-baked pastries.

Terracotta Estudio de Cerámica

Artisanal ceramic workshop with handmade pottery and houseware on display. Founder Sofía adds a personal touch to her passion project.

Vualá

Bookshop for young readers, with cosy corners and kid-friendly interactive areas for reading.

Generación X

Two-storey geek’s paradise, with a wide range of comic books, graphic novels, board games and mini figurines. The 2nd floor hosts regular role-playing tournaments.

Feli Almacén

Toma Café’s mini grocery sells sleek urban merchandise and coffee paraphernalia.



Eating in Chamberí: Our Picks

Sala de Despiece: Over-the-counter dining and fiery table presentations. Try the pancetta with truffled egg yolk and Korean-style beef with kimchi. hours vary €€€

Trikki: Specialities like gumbo, jambalaya and huge po’ boy sandwiches pays homage to New Orleans’ jazz culture. 8-11pm Thu, 1-4.30pm & 8-11.30pm Fri & Sat, 1-4pm Sun €€

Mo de Movimiento: Spacious indoor courtyard with traditional pizza ovens. Disadvantaged migrants are employed as wait staff. 12.45pm-midnight €€

Fismuler: Classic Spanish ingredients with a creative twist, like Galician sea urchin topped with a creamy sauce américaine served on a bed of stones. hours vary €€€

Eating in Chamberí: Tapas & Raciones

Cantero 1956:  Great for seafood sharing plates and pintxos (Basque tapas). Vegan-friendly options and vermouth on tap. hours vary €

Le Qualité Tasca: Classic tapas, award-winning patatas bravas (potatoes in a spicy tomato sauce) and cheesecake, plus good selection of Spanish wines. hours vary €

Skylar: Family-run tapas bar off Calle Ponzano, in a low-key but comfy setting; regulars swear its delectably runny tortilla is the city’s best. hours vary €

La Mina: Popular local tavern serving seafood sharing plates like zamburiñas (scallops), navajas (razor clams) and gambas a la plancha (grilled shrimp). 11am-midnight Tue-Sun €€
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Estadio Santiago Bernabéu

SIGHTS

2Parque de Berlín

SLEEPING

3Hostal Siesta & Go

EATING

4Casa Benigna

5El Flaco

6L’Antica Trattoria

7Panadería Bertíz

8Restaurante La Tahona

9Restaurante Sacha



Michelin-Star Adventures

Exceptional eating experiences

These days, Spanish cuisine is more than just about tapas. Over the last decade, Madrid has become a gastronomic landmark, with concept restaurants serving classic Spanish fare with creative flair, as well as many talented, multi-awarded chefs such as David Muñoz, Quique Dacosta, Marcos Granda and Paco Roncero, to name a but few.

The elegant residential neighbourhood of Chamberí has emerged as the gastronomíc epicentre of the Spanish capital, with a surprising number of restaurants on the Michelin radar. Whether it’s white-tablecloth establishments or innovative spaces challenging the traditional restaurant set-up (fine dining amidst styrofoam boxes and house music - why not?), this tranquil neighbourhood abounds in Michelin-rated spots.

Saddle Madrid offers classic fine dining in a large space, where perfectly choreographed waitstaff push trolleys of artisanal butter, bread, cheeses and olive oil. Clos Madrid takes its tasting menu cue from the exceptional wine cellar of Marcos Granda, with over 300 wines from local growers. Taking a more experimental route, La Tasquería – a recent addition to the barrio – has made a name for itself by elevating humble offal, sweetmeats and even criadillas (bull’s testicles), served in a memorable nose-to-tail tasting menu.

Also within the Michelin zone are Restaurante Coque and El Invernadero, which have been awarded green Michelin stars for their circular economy and sustainability focus.

Yet you don’t always have to break the bank to dine in these establishments. Indian restaurant Benares, also awarded a Michelin star, has a seasonal lunch menu for €24, which you can enjoy on a patio by a beautiful pool.


THE DEMISE OF MERCADO DE OLAVIDE

From 1934 until 1974, Plaza de Olavide was occupied by the Mercado de Olavide, a market with a striking octagonal shape. In 1974, the Madrid City Council decided to demolish this market in order to build an underground parking lot and landscaped plaza.

Unsurprisingly, this was not a popular decision among the neighbourhood’s merchants, residents and Madrid’s coalition of architects, who defended the architectural value of the polygon-shaped market. Yet the dynamiting went on as planned – and residents were informed less than 48 hours before the fateful hour, instructed only to close their doors and windows from 7am to 2pm. The market was obliterated at close to 2pm in the afternoon, even damaging portions of neighbouring buildings.



Eating & Drinking in Chamberí: Cafés We Love

Toma Café Olavide: Popular Chamberí outpost of one of the pioneering specialty coffee houses in Madrid. 8am-9pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri, to 11pm Sat €

Cafeteando: This little shop in Plaza de Olavide has a wide selection of coffees and teas, and host special events like blind coffee tasting. hours vary €

Mazál Bagels & Café: New York–style hand-rolled bagels baked daily in a two-storey cantina. Great breakfast spot with pancakes and good coffee. hours vary €

Santa Kafeina: One of the first specialty coffee joints in Madrid. Buy fresh coffee beans or enjoy them on the spot with freshly baked goods. 8am-5pm Mon-Fri, 9.30am-1pm Sat €

Peaceful Plaza with a Dynamite Past

A once beloved market

Plaza de Olavide is a snapshot of the vibrant, familial community ties that are an inseparable part of Madrid’s character. Come on a weekend, when entire families and their pets gather here, with newborn babies in strollers and abuelos (grandparents) chatting on benches.


This picturesque, tree-shaded plaza resembles a wheel with spokes radiating from its hub. Fountains, playgrounds, restaurant-bars and pathways across landscaped gardens create a fun, family-friendly atmosphere – a relaxed setting that reveals little about an explosive point in its history.

Today, Plaza de Olavide has very much risen from the rubble, animated with inviting restaurants with outdoor seating like the boho-chic mainstay Mama Campo, family-oriented spots like Fanática ice-cream and chocolate stand, as well as romantic, candlelit haunts like the Dash cocktail bar.

One historical gem to look out for is Cantero 1956, a tapas bar that was formerly the neighbourhood’s beloved alpargatería (traditional shoe store) Calzados Cantero, until its proprietor passed away just after the COVID-19 pandemic. Thankfully, it has retained its historic facade, which was declared a part of the city’s heritage. Traces of the former shoe store around the tapas bar pay homage to its previous longtime tenant. It’s a welcome departure from Plaza Olavide’s destructive past – honouring sites of cultural interest with the protection they deserve.
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THE TRIKKI TANDEM

Yuliet McQuitty and Rodolfo Rodriguez are the dynamic duo behind Trikki, a jazzy little corner of New Orleans in Chamberí. @trikkicuisine

We opened Trikki in Chamberí in 2016, because we saw the area was growing. Over the last years, we’ve found that most of the customers in the area were not looking for international food, which was a challenge for us but we’ve been able to fit in. Our customers tell us they appreciate our home cooking and authentic flavours.

In Chamberí, we recommend Ramen Komainu, for the way they try to bring strong flavours in their dishes. Ceci Bakery is a charming establishment with a large variety of homemade goods.



Drinking in Chamberí: Best for Wine & Cocktails

Alma Cheli: A Chamberí mainstay, offering one of the best vermouth variations with a spritz of gin served in a cocktail glass. Good pit stop before hitting Calle de Ponzano. hours vary

Dash: This candlelit spot gives creative cocktails a twist with names like Nestor’s Blood and Let it Blend. Good wine selection. hours vary

La Casa de Siempre: Top to bottom, wall to wall shelves of wines from a wide range of bodegas; artisanal to mainstream. Pair a good copa (glass) with assorted ham and cheese. hours vary

Mercato Italiano: Little Italian haven in Chamberí, with a cosy, rustic setting of wooden tables and upbeat music. Enjoy a proper Aperol spritz or Italian wines and appetisers. hours vary


Grab a Pint on Paseo de la Espuma

Beerhouses and football

Just off Plaza de Olavide is a small block fondly called ‘Paseo de la Espuma’ for its high concentration of beerhouses within just a few metres. Fans of the espuma (foam) will love this popular street, where it feels like it’s Oktoberfest everyday.

German alehouse Oldenburg was the pioneer; its previous tiny locale actually made it into the Guinness World Records for having the most varieties of beer within a small space.

Other great spots to grab a pint include Kloster for unfiltered German craft beers, and Cervecería L’Europe for its great selection of international beers with a winning plate of mixed German sausages, plus rooms in the back with wide screens – a great gathering spot for big match days.


WHAT’S WITH THE DUBBING?

If your Spanish is rusty and you want to catch a movie, check if it’s VOSE (original version with Spanish subtitles) – otherwise you’ll end up hearing Gollum in The Lord of the Rings hissing: ¡mi tesorrrrro!

In Spain, dubbed movies go back to 1927 and the introduction of sound in cinemas. Back then, nearly half of the population was illiterate, so there was little point in subtitling films. Under Franco, dubbing was institutionalised in the 1941 to preserve Spanish as a symbol of national identity (it was also easier to censor dubbed content).

Today, younger audiences prefer to watch blockbusters in their original language. In Madrid, a growing number of cinemas show only VOSE movies, particularly those around Plaza de España and Plaza de los Cubos.



Eating in Chamartín: Best Restaurants

Casa Benigna: Avant-garde Valencian restaurant known for its arroz de patella – a twist on the classic paella and smoked salmon, paired perfectly with wines. hours vary €€

Restaurante Sacha: Elegant Basque and Galician bistro with outdoor patio in the warmer months. 1.45-4pm & 8.45pm-midnight Mon-Fri €€€

Restaurante La Tahona:  Asador (grill) with stained-glass windows and archways, and a massive fire oven roasting its speciality lamb and suckling pig. hours vary €€

El Flaco: Chef Andy has created a stylish contemporary space serving Southeast Asian dishes inspired by his travels. Excellent wine selection. 1.30-3.30pm & 8.30-11pm Tue-Sat €€


Dinner & a Movie, Levelled Up

Luxury cinema viewing

If cinemas flew first class, this would be it. Cine Yelmo Luxury Palafox takes movie-watching to the next level with super-comfy reclining seats and a restaurant service where the menu offers more than just popcorn.

A short walk from Glorieta de Bilbao, this movie theatre features seven huge viewing rooms, screening the latest local and Hollywood releases as well as curated arthouse films, concerts and documentaries in the +Que Cine section. There’s a dedicated screening room for kids, with huge cushions, an indoor play area and a giant slide traversing the theatre.

Offering both 2D and 3D technology, the cinema is a prime place to watch blockbusters that merit more than a flat-screen TV and streaming service. There’s no dubbing here, either – films are VOSE (Versión Original Subtitulada en Español), so you can enjoy English-language movies in their original version.

At any time during the movie, you can call waitstaff by pressing a button to order tapas, mixed cheese and jamón (ham) platters, wines and cocktails (and yes, there’s popcorn too). Every seat is equipped with mini lamps for reading the menu and personal tables for dining with utensils and plates. There’s so much space between rows that you can do cartwheels without hitting another person.


Tickets are priced just under €20, but on Wednesdays you can get them at a 30% discount. The only downside to this experience: you’ll never want to watch movies any other way.
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MUCH ADO ABOUT LIGHTING

Since 2023, Chamberí’s popular Plaza de Olavide has undergone major renovation to transform it into a more pedestrian-friendly and sustainable space. The facelift involved converting the streets around the square into single-platform walkways to restrict vehicular traffic, installing potable water fountains, and planting over 100 new trees and thousands of shrubs to enhance the greenery. Not all are happy with the changes, however. Many residents have complained about the removal of the 200-year-old French neoclassical Fernandina lamps, which have been replaced by more energy-efficient LED lighting. The city council had countered by saying that the new light fixtures are not only more sustainable but also generate less light pollution.



Impressionist Art at the Museo Sorolla

Artist in residence

A cultural landmark in Chamberí, Museo Sorolla provides a glimpse into the former home and life’s work of the celebrated Impressionist artist from Valencia, Joaquín Sorolla y Bastida. A master of capturing light to illuminate scenes from everyday life, Sorolla built a home that is equally joyful and luminous.

Distinguished as one of the most complete and best-preserved artist homes in Europe, this elegant museum is where the painter lived with his family until his passing in 1923. It retains the original furniture, ceramic collection and exquisite Andalusian-inspired garden which was also designed by Sorolla. Upstairs, the spacious rooms are used as a gallery for temporary exhibitions. On brightly coloured walls hangs the most extensive collection of Sorolla’s artworks, including grand paintings and drawings, influenced by the French Impressionists with whom he had close contact during his time in Paris.

Airy beach scenes are a recurring theme in Sorolla’s paintings, capturing moments he spent with his family on the beaches of Valencia and Biarritz. In the main salon, you’ll view one of his most famous works, Paseo a orilla del mar (Walk along the Seashore), which depicts his wife Clotilde and daughter María strolling along the beach in Valencia. Capturar el momento (Capturing the Moment) is a snapshot of a snapshot – of his daughter María on a beachside, about to take a photograph.

Upon the artist’s death, it was his widow Clotilde who bequeathed all her assets to the Spanish State to found this museum honouring her late husband. There’s a €3 admission fee.


TICKING HEART OF THE MARKET

At the heart of the Mercado de Vallehermoso, Time Bailón is a much-loved watch repair shop that has been ticking for three decades, slightly (but wonderfully) out of place amid the butchers, fruit and vegetable vendors, and cantinas.

This 2-sq-metre cubicle serves as a horologist workshop attending with bespoke care to every type of timepiece – automatic and quartz watches, wall and alarm clocks, even cuckoo clocks – and also offers a home pick-up service.

It’s equipped with a range of tools and gadgets, including a special mini vacuum for cleaning the timepieces. A range of small clocks and watch accessories is also on display, including watch straps of high-quality Spanish leather.



Take Your Pick at the Mercado de Vallehermoso

Assembly of global cantinas

Like most of Madrid’s indoor markets, the historic Mercado de Vallehermoso has a special place in the community. First opened in 1933, the market converged fruit and vegetable sellers, fishmongers and butchers in one lively space. Distinguished by its red facade, it managed to survived global conflict and the Spanish Civil War, yet it succumbed to another formidable adversary: the rise of the supermarket chain in the 1990s. Several vendors closed up shop, hurt further by the economic crisis that hit Spain in 2008, and the market languished until its resurgence in 2015. Along with many of the city’s mercados, it owes a second life to enterprising hospitality establishments that took advantage of the cheaper rent in the marketplace.


While some veteran stalls remained, such as the Alejandro Rodríguez grocery and charcuterie, innovative cantinas like Kitchen 154 Spicy Food Lab took a chance and joined the market assembly. With a simple setup of a small kitchen, metal countertops and modest chairs, it serves fantastic South and Southeast Asian–inspired spicy street food. More international food and drink stalls emerged, upping the ante on interior design and sourcing their ingredients from the market’s own merchants. A thriving market ecosystem was born, creating an exciting destination of global cuisine under one roof.

While it’s hard to pick favourites among the exceptional cantinas and wineries here, there are stand-outs. Caracol de Cadalso is a stall peddling farm-grown snails served bourguignon-style with butter, garlic and parsley, or a la madrileña with chorizo and jamón (ham). Craft 19 whips up massive pastrami ‘manwiches’, Cannelle offers a wide variety of spices and teas, while Brie Alto is a French cheese paradise with over 100 varieties plus artisanal wines.
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HOTEL FIT FOR A DUKE

The first occupants of the lavish Hotel Santo Mauro, built in the late 19th century, were nobility – this was the former palace of the esteemed Duke of Santo Mauro, a close friend of King Felipe V.

This protected cultural treasure was designed in French neoclassical style, reflecting the predominant taste of the Spanish aristocracy at the time.

Its grandiose themed rooms include the palace’s exquisite former library (which now houses a continental restaurant) and the Chinese lounge, a visual feast of embroidered silk and inlaid ivory, where the Duke displayed the souvenirs from his travels abroad. Outside, a Mediterranean garden is enchanting when lit up at night.



Admire the Beti Jai Pelota Court

Monument to the ancient Basque sport

At the end of the 19th century, the traditional Basque sport of pelota – whereby a ball is hit against a frontón (wall) using a hand, racket or wooden bat – took Madrid by storm. Even the Spanish royals were aficionados of the game whose roots go back to the Ancient Greeks. At its peak in Madrid, about 30 frontónes were built within the city in a short amount of time.

Beti Jai is the last standing pelota frontón in Madrid. Built in 1894, this architectural marvel fuses neo-Mudéjar and neoclassical architectural styles: decorative iron details adorn the spectators’ sections, alluding to the Industrial Revolution. Sadly, almost as soon as this visually arresting monument was launched, the popularity of pelota dipped. Madrileños were oversaturated with the sport and soon moved on to other forms of entertainment such as gambling.

Beti Jai ended up hosting other activities like concerts or sporting events, and even functioned as the research centre of Leonardo Torres Quevedo, the inventor of the remote control. It eventually closed in 1919, and the space was occupied by car and motorcycle factories and dealerships until the Madrid City Council acquired it in 2015, a few years after the frontón was declared a cultural heritage site.

The colossal task of restoration was carried out in phases, as the pelota court was in quite a state of disrepair. Recently, to coincide with its 130th anniversary, Beti Jai was reopened to the public – you can now see it for free in its restored former glory.
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CHAMBERÍ’S INDUSTRIAL PAST

Walking along Chamberí’s affluent streets lined with palatial homes and stately mansions, it is almost inconceivable to think that this district was once a predominantly industrial area. In the mid-19th century, there were 15 industries in this area, including several chemical factories, rubber and spark-plug factories, two bakeries and a chocolate mill.

Along the Calle de Santa Engracia (now an upscale street), foundries were installed, supplying the metal needed for the construction of the local church. There were also four tile factories, from which the neighbourhood took its name: Los Tejares.

The district’s significant transformation began around the late 19th century, when aristocratic families began settling in the area.



Sky Highs & Sunset Views at the Parque del Oeste

Relax in a green oasis

Spread over 100 hectares, the green sanctuary of the Parque del Oeste makes a stark contrast to busy Moncloa station just outside its perimeter. It’s perfect for relaxed strolls, picnics and bird-spotting amidst the poplar groves and ginkgo trees. One of its most famous landmarks is a magnificent ancient cedar tree fondly nicknamed El abuelo (The Grandfather). At the southern end of the park, you’ll find the Ramón Ortiz Rose Garden, which hosts an annual international rose competition. In springtime, its array of colourful blooms is a sublime natural spectacle.

The park is the access point for the Teleférico de Madrid (Madrid Cable Car; closed for renovation at the time of writing) that connects to the Casa de Campo. The 11-minute ride offers sweeping city views. Further southeast lies the Templo de Debod, an ancient Egyptian temple dedicated to the goddess Isis and the god Amun. It was gifted by the Egyptian government to Spain for its help in restoring temples in Upper Egypt.

Up the Water Tower

Multi-level photo exhibition hall

An unusual domed structure towers over Chamberí along Calle de Santa Engracia. Built in the early 20th century, the Sala Canal de Isabel II is a former water tower that serves as a modern exhibition space dedicated to contemporary photography and fashion.

Photography enthusiasts will be exhilarated in this modern gallery. The building’s interior is just as photogenic, like stepping into a Kubrick film set: there’s a central staircase of exposed steel beams that takes you up four levels to view the exhibited works. This design allows you to see photographs up close as well as arranged along multiple levels, providing a multi-dimensional experience. (There is also a lift that makes it wheelchair-accessible.)

Exposed brick walls along the cylindrical structure lead up to the heavy steel dome that projects audio-visual compositions, unlocking another level of avant-garde viewing. A word to the wise: those with vertigo may find the heights daunting as they ascend the staircase. The attractive steel scaffolding isn’t an ideal playground for the young either, so it’s best to keep little kids on the ground floor.

Free to the public, this exhibition hall is also one of the main venues for the annual PHotoEspaña festival (May to September), as well as the Mercedes Benz Fashion Week held every September.


GHOSTS OF METROS PAST

The former Chamberí station, which was part of Madrid’s first metro line, is now a free, slightly spooky, subterranean museum. Its arched hallways appear frozen in time, still with their painted wall signs, ticket booths and ceramic-tiled adverts.

First opened in 1919, Estación de Chamberí was designed by the renowned Spanish architect Antonio Palacios, whose iconic contributions to Madrid include the Palacio de Comunicaciones and Círculo de Bellas Artes.

Chamberí closed in 1966 for being too close to Bilbao and Iglesia stations, and connecting it was complicated because of its curved layout. This piece of Madrid’s heritage shows how much the city’s beloved underground transport system has evolved in just over a century.



Tour Real Madrid’s Storied Stadium

Temple of triumphs and trophies

Estadio Santiago Bernabéu is home to one of the most storied football clubs in history. Real Madrid have the distinction of being the most titled team in the world, with a record 33 international trophies (including 15 Champions League trophies and European Cups) as of 2024. Madridistas (Real Madrid fans) seeking to honour this legacy will want to make a pilgrimage to this temple of football in the Chamartín district, north of Madrid’s city centre.

The stadium takes its name from Santiago Bernabéu de Yeste, former player, coach and Real Madrid president from 1943 to 1978. He was the visionary who put into motion the construction of a world-class stadium that would adhere to the highest standards of the game and serve as the spiritual home of Los Blancos.

The stadium saw its first kick-off in 1947, but has since undergone several renovations and expansions to increase its seating capacity and equip it with state-of-the-art facilities. (At the time of writing, the stadium was undergoing its latest round of upgrades, with plans underway to construct a retractable roof allowing for all-weather play, as well as hundreds of new seats to make it universally accessible.) Currently, the stadium can seat over 81,000 spectators and features 240 VIP boxes.

A self-guided tour of Santiago Bernabéu dives into Real Madrid’s illustrious and extravagant history, goes up the stands for a panoramic view of the stadium, through the presidential box, players’ dressing rooms, and even to the edge of the pitch. There’s a dedicated interactive museum showcasing club memorabilia through the decades, capped off with the Exposición de Trofeos, or the trophy room.
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CHAMARTíN NEIGHBOURHOOD TIPS

JC Barcelon lives in the Chamartín neighbourhood, north of the city centre. @jcbarcelon

One of the things I love about my area is the contrast between formality and familiarity. By day, professionals in suits fill the street, as it’s home to several corporate headquarters, yet there’s also a charming, slower side once the working day ends. I enjoy getting a coffee and pastry at Panadería Bertíz, a bite at L’Antica Trattoria for Italian, and a long walk along Alberto Alcocer to the Parque de Berlín, a gorgeous park with remnants of the Berlin Wall in the middle of a small lake.

Perhaps my favourite activity is looking up at the high-ceilinged, balconied apartments, imagining what it would be like to live there.



Madrid’s Monoliths

Business, shopping and dining district

Rising out of the miles of residential edifices in Madrid’s north is the quartet of monoliths known as the Cuatro Torres (Four Towers). These distinctive skyscrapers are located at the far northern end of the city’s main artery, Paseo de la Castellana, forming a business district. They include the Torre Cepsa, the Torre PwC, the Torre de Cristal and the Torre Emperador (formerly the Torre Espacio); the latest addition is the Torre Caleido, completed in late 2021.

The four towers are lynchpins in the Spanish business landscape, home to some of the largest multinationals in the country such as Amazon, KPMG, Volkswagen and Coca-Cola. An enclave of industry and commerce, the district is a sharp opposite to the bohemian southern neighbourhoods of Lavapiés and La Latina. It’s all about commerce here; prospective students to the famed business school IE University will be interested to see the campus inside the Torre Caleido.

Spanning a wide boulevard just behind the towers is a glossy shopping and dining district called Caleido (after the youngest tower), which hosts Spanish retail mainstays such as Roberto Verino, Scalpers, El Ganso and Aristocrazy. Similar to an outdoor arcade, terraces and covered spaces offer everything from Japanese to Lebanese cuisine, plus big-ticket names such as La Máquina, Lateral and Malvón. Though a slight stretch further than most of Madrid, this district doesn’t scrimp on the food, the views and the energetic buzz of deals closing.
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IFEMA: ALL’S FAIR

If you’re taking the metro from Adolfo Suárez Madrid-Barajas Airport, you’ll see a vivid mural on approach to the Feria de Madrid stop. It signals where to get off for Madrid’s cultural gateway to the world. IFEMA (Institución Ferial Madrid) hosts hundreds of international fairs and conferences each year, including Madrid’s most important annual food fairs Madrid Fusión and Salón Gourmets, Mercedes Benz Fashion Week and FITUR International Tourism Fair. The UN Climate Change Conference COP25 was held here in 2019. Covering over 240,000 sq metres with exhibition halls and convention centres, IFEMA is one of the most distinguished fair institutions in Europe, with a dizzying entertainment offering for all ages.






Day Trips from
Madrid

An hour’s bus or train ride from Madrid’s city centre will bring you to historic towns and gorgeous, unspoilt mountain landscapes.
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While this may be one of Spain’s smallest municipalities by area, there’s plenty to see in Madrid’s hinterland. A region characterised by natural beauty, madrileños flock to the mountains to cool off in summer, particularly to Cercedilla, with its excellent hiking trails. North of the city is San Lorenzo de El Escorial with its imposing monastery and mountain breeze. Here in the Sierra de Guadarrama sits the incredible landscape of La Pedriza, perfect for walking. Further up and slightly east is the Sierra Pobre, with its quiet and beautiful landscapes, far from tourist crowds. South of the city lies Aranjuez palace and the pretty town of Chinchón, while to the east is Cervantes’ birthplace of Acalá de Henares.


Places

San Lorenzo de El Escorial

Chinchón

Toledo

Segovia

Ávila

Aranjuez

Sierra de Guadarrama

Alcalá de Henares

Sierra Pobre




TOP TIPS

Many of these day trips are accessible by bus or train, but you’ll have to walk to the main attractions.





San Lorenzo de El EscorialTIME FROM MADRID: 1 HR [image: jpg]

Monumental World Heritage monastery

Home to the imposing UNESCO World Heritage–listed monastery and palace complex of Real Monasterio de San Lorenzo, this one-time royal getaway is among Madrid’s most worthwhile excursions, a mere hour away by bus or train from the city. Avoid coming on weekends when half of the capital seems to turn up, and also consider staying overnight in the town to really enjoy it – especially in the summer, when the temperatures here are around five degrees lower than in Madrid. Visit patrimonionacional.es for a wealth of historical detail on the complex. while an audio guide adds to the experiences on offer.

First built on the orders of King Felipe II in the 16th century, this is an extraordinary place filled with art and surrounded by glorious gardens. As was the royal prerogative in those days, several villages were razed to make way for the massive project. The complex was designed by architect Juan Bautista de Toledo, and after his death, Juan de Herrera, a towering figure of the Spanish Renaissance, oversaw its completion.

Resist rushing to the heart of the complex and linger over the monastery’s main entrance, which is located on the western side. Above the gateway a statue of St Lawrence (San Lorenzo) stands watch, holding a symbolic gridiron, the rather disturbing instrument of his martyrdom (he was roasted alive on one). Enter the Patio de los Reyes (Patio of the Kings), which houses the statues of the six kings of Judah.


Directly ahead lies the sombre basilica. As you enter, look up at the unusual flat vaulting by the choir stalls. Once inside the church proper, turn left to view Benvenuto Cellini’s superb white Carrara marble statue of Christ crucified (1576) – it’s one of the most underrated masterpieces of the El Escorial. The remainder of the ground floor contains various treasures, including some tapestries designed by Goya and an El Greco painting. Impressive as the painting is, it’s a far cry from El Greco’s dream of decorating the whole building; he actually came to Spain from Greece in 1577 hoping to get a job decorating El Escorial, although Felipe II rejected him as a court artist.

You pass through the Museo de Arquitectura and the Museo de Pintura. The former tells the story (in Spanish) of how the complex was built, while the latter contains 16th- and 17th-century Italian, Spanish and Flemish art. The route then takes you upstairs into a gallery known as the Palacio de Felipe II or Palacio de los Austrias. You’ll then descend to the 17th-century Panteón de los Reyes (Crypt of the Kings), where almost all Spain’s monarchs since Carlos I are interred.

Backtracking a little, head into the Panteón de los Infantes (Crypt of the Princes and Princesses), with its white marble tombs. Stairs lead up from the cloistered Patio de los Evangelistas (Patio of the Gospels) to the Salas Capitulares (Chapter Houses) in the southeastern corner of the monastery. These bright, airy rooms, whose ceilings are richly frescoed, contain a treasure chest of works by El Greco, Titian, Tintoretto, José de Ribera and Hieronymus Bosch (known as El Bosco to Spaniards).

Just south of the monastery is the Huerta de los Frailes, which merits a stroll. As royal gardens go, it’s fairly modest, but can be a wonderfully tranquil spot when the rest of El Escorial is swarming with visitors.
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REACHING SAN LORENZO DE EL ESCORIAL

Note that the train station is in the town of El Escorial, down the hill, while San Lorenzo de El Escorial is a 15-minute uphill walk. Buses 661 and 664 run from platform 30 at Madrid’s Intercambiador de Autobuses de Moncloa and take one hour. Renfe C8 cercanías trains depart Madrid’s Atocha or Chamartín stations for El Escorial and also take one hour. The local tourist office website (sanlorenzoturismo.org) is good for surrounding attractions if you plan to make a day of it.




EL ESCORIAL HISTORY

After Felipe II’s decisive victory in the Battle of St Quentin against the French on St Lawrence’s Day, 10 August 1557, he ordered the construction of the complex in the saint’s name. The palace-monastery became an important intellectual centre, with a burgeoning library and art collection, and even a laboratory where scientists could dabble in alchemy. Felipe II died here on 13 September 1598. In 1854 the monks belonging to the Hieronymite order, who had occupied the monastery from the beginning, were obliged to leave during one of the 19th-century waves of confiscation of religious property by the Spanish state, only to be replaced 30 years later by Augustinians.



Where to Eat and Drink in San Lorenzo de El Escorial

Restaurante Horizontal: Its forest setting makes this the ideal place for lunch and a walk. 11am-midnight Fri-Sun, 11am-8pm Mon, Wed & Thu €€

La Cueva : Established 1768, ‘the cave’ features heavy wooden beams and hearty, traditional Castilian cooking. 1-4pm & 9-11pm Tue-Sat, 1-4pm Sun €€

Montia: Michelin-starred seasonal menu of wild boar meatballs and stout ice cream. 11am-5pm Wed & Sun, 11am-11pm Thu-Sat €€€

Restaurante Charolés: Much loved for its grilled or roasted meats and the cocido (traditional Spanish stew). 1-4pm & 9pm-midnight €€€


ChinchónTIME FROM MADRID: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Spain’s most unique plaza

Chinchón is just 45km from Madrid but worlds apart. Spilling down a steep slope, this hilltop town has one of the most beautiful squares in Spain. Beautiful wooden balconies look down on the circular Plaza Mayor, once used for bullfights. Although it has grown beyond its village confines, visiting its ancient heart is like stepping back into a charming, ramshackle past. It’s worth an overnight stay to really soak it up, and lunch in one of the méson (tavern) restaurants around the plaza is another must.

As well as being one of the country’s most impressive, the Plaza Mayor also stages events including a Passion play over Easter and summer concerts (Noches de Verano) featuring opera, jazz, flamenco and classical guitar.

Chinchón’s other historical monuments won’t detain you long, but you should take a quick look at the 16th-century Iglesia de la Asunción, which rises above Plaza Mayor, and the late-16th-century Renaissance Castillo de los Condes, out of town to the south. The castle was abandoned in the 18th century and was last used as a liquor factory. It’s closed to the public and mostly used for private events.

[image: jpg]

Chinchón | TGP-shot/Shutterstock ©


REACHING CHINCHóN

Chinchón is easy to reach by car. Take the N-IV motorway and exit onto the M404, which makes its way to the town. The drive should take you around 50 minutes. Chinchón is also easy to visit for a day trip on public transport from Madrid. La Veloz has services (bus 337) to Chinchón (50 minutes) every half an hour during the week, and every hour on the weekends. Buses leave Madrid from Avenida del Mediterráneo, 100m east of Plaza del Conde de Casal (take the metro to the Conde de Casal Station).




ToledoTIME FROM MADRID: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

One of Spain’s top cities

Dramatically sited atop a gorge overlooking the Río Tajo, Toledo was known as the ‘city of three cultures’ in the Middle Ages, a place where Christian, Muslim and Jewish communities peacefully coexisted. Unsurprisingly, uncovering the vestiges of this unique cultural synthesis remains modern Toledo’s most compelling attraction. Horseshoe-arched mosques, Sephardic synagogues and one of Spain’s finest Gothic cathedrals cram into its dense historical core. But the layers go much deeper. Further sleuthing will reveal Visigothic and Roman roots. Toledo’s other forte is art, in particular the haunting canvases of El Greco, the influential, impossible-to-classify painter with whom the city is synonymous. Though it’s justifiably popular with day trippers from Madrid, try to stay overnight to really appreciate the city in all its haunting glory.


REACHING TOLEDO

If you don’t feel like taking the bus up into the Old Town from down below and would like to walk, the worst of the climb can be avoided by taking the remonte peatonal (escalator), which starts near the Puerta de Alfonso VI and ends near the Monasterio de Santo Domingo El Antiguo. Buses run to Toledo’s station on Bajada Castilla La Mancha from Madrid’s Plaza Elíptica (one to 1¾ hours) roughly every half-hour; some are direct, some via villages.

High-speed AVE trains make the journey from Madrid’s Atocha Station to Toledo every hour (33 minutes).



Where to Eat in Toledo

Bar Ludeña: Locals love a caña (beer) and plate of the Toledano speciality, carcamusa (pork and vegetable stew) here. noon-4.30pm & 8-11.30pm €

Alfileritos 24: The 14th-century interior is coupled with an innovative flourish in the kitchen. 10.30am-11.30pm €€

Taberna El Botero: Handy for the cathedral, this atmospheric bar and restaurant offers up elaborate Spanish dishes. noon-1am €€

Casa Aurelio: Around since 1953 and among the best of Toledo’s traditional eateries. 1-4.30pm & 8-11.30pm Tue-Sat, 1-4.30pm Mon €€€

 

Exploring the cathedral

The illustrious Catedral de Toledo ranks among the top 10 cathedrals in Spain. An impressive example of medieval Gothic architecture, its enormous interior is full of the classic characteristics of the style: rose windows, flying buttresses, ribbed vaults and pointed arches among them. The cathedral’s sacristy is a veritable art gallery of old masters, with works by Velázquez, Goya and – of course – El Greco. Admission also gives access to the nearby Museo de Tapices y Textiles de la Catedral.

From the earliest days of the Visigothic occupation, the current site of the cathedral has been a centre of worship. During Muslim rule, it contained Toledo’s central mosque, converted into a church in 1085, but ultimately destroyed 140 years later. Dating from the 1220s and essentially a Gothic structure, the cathedral was rebuilt from scratch in a melting pot of styles, including Mudéjar and Renaissance. The Visigothic influence continues today in the unique celebration of the Mozarabic Rite, a 6th-century liturgy that was allowed to endure after Cardinal Cisneros put its legitimacy to the test by burning missals in a fire of faith; they survived more or less intact. The rite is celebrated in the Capilla Mozarabe at 9am Monday to Saturday, and at 9.45am on Sunday.

The high altar sits in the extravagant Capilla Mayor, the masterpiece of which is the retablo (altarpiece), with painted wooden sculptures depicting scenes from the lives of Christ and the Virgin Mary; it’s flanked by royal tombs. The oldest of the cathedral’s magnificent stained-glass pieces is the rose window above the Puerta del Reloj. Behind the main altar lies a mesmerising piece of 18th-century Churrigueresque (lavish baroque ornamentation), the Transparente, which is illuminated by a light well carved into the dome above.

In the centre of things, the coro (choir stall) is a feast of sculpture and carved wooden stalls. The 15th-century lower tier depicts the various stages of the conquest of Granada.

The tesoro, however, deals in treasure of the glittery kind. It’s dominated by the extraordinary Custodia de Arfe: with 18kg of pure gold and 183kg of silver, this 16th-century processional monstrance bristles with some 260 statuettes. Its big day out is the Feast of Corpus Christi, when it is paraded around Toledo’s streets. Other noteworthy features include the sober cloister, off which is the 14th-century Capilla de San Blas, with Gothic tombs and stunning frescoes; the gilded Capilla de los Reyes Nuevos; and the Sala Capitular, with its remarkable 500-year-old artesonado (wooden Mudéjar ceiling) and portraits of all the archbishops of Toledo.

The highlight, however, is the Sacristía (sacristy), which contains a gallery with paintings by masters such as El Greco, Zurbarán, Caravaggio, Titian, Raphael and Velázquez. It can be difficult to appreciate the packed-together, poorly lit artworks, but it’s a stunning assemblage in a small space. In an adjacent chamber, don’t miss the spectacular Moorish standard captured in the Battle of Salado in 1340.


MONASTERIO SAN JUAN DE LOS REYES

This imposing 15th-century Franciscan monastery and church was provocatively founded in the heart of the Jewish quarter by the Catholic monarchs Isabel and Fernando to demonstrate the supremacy of their faith. The rulers had planned to be buried here but eventually ended up in their prize conquest, Granada.

The monastery was near-ruined by Napoleon in 1809 and abandoned some decades later. Its restoration started in 1887, and was only completed in 1967. The highlight is the amazing two level cloister, a harmonious fusion of late (‘flamboyant’) Gothic downstairs and Mudéjar architecture upstairs, with superb statuary, arches, vaulting, elaborate pinnacles and gargoyles surrounding a lush garden.



 

Discovering El Greco

Few artists are as closely associated with a city as El Greco is with Toledo. Born in Crete in 1541, Domenikos Theotokopoulos (El Greco; the Greek) moved to Venice in 1567 to be schooled as a Renaissance artist. Under the tutelage of masters such as Tintoretto, he learned to express dramatic scenes with few colours; concentrating the observer’s interest in the faces of his portraits and leaving the rest in relative obscurity – a characteristic that remained one of his hallmarks.

El Greco came to Spain in 1577 hoping to get a job decorating El Escorial, but Felipe II rejected him. In Toledo, the painter managed to cultivate a wealthy clientele and command good prices. He had to do without the patronage of the cathedral administrators, who were the first of many clients to haul him to court for his obscenely high fees. As Toledo’s fortunes declined, so did El Greco’s personal finances, and although the works of his final years are among his best, he often found himself unable to pay the rent.

In the early 20th century, an aristocrat bought what he thought was El Greco’s house and did a good job of returning it to period style. He was wrong – El Greco never lived here – but the Museo del Greco remains. As well as the house itself, there are pretty terraced gardens, fascinating excavated cellars from a Jewish-quarter palace and a good selection of paintings, including a Zurbarán, a set of the apostles by El Greco and works by his son and followers.

Iglesia de Santo Tomé contains El Greco’s most famous masterpiece El entierro del conde de Orgaz (The Burial of the Count of Orgaz), which is accessed by a separate entrance on Plaza del Conde. When the count was buried in 1323, Sts Augustine and Stephen supposedly descended from heaven to attend the funeral, an event depicted in El Greco’s work.

[image: jpg]

Toledo | LUIS FCO/Shutterstock ©


BEST FESTIVITIES IN TOLEDO

Corpus Christi

Taking place on the Thursday, 60 days after Easter Sunday, this is one of the finest celebrations in Spain.

Semana Santa

Easter week is marked by several days (Thursday to Sunday) of solemn processions, including several that take place around midnight.

Virgen del Sagrario

Taking place on 15 August, join the huge queues to drink the cathedral’s well water, believed to have miraculous qualities.

Luz Toledo

Every summer, Toledo’s most monumental buildings are bathed in light and sound designed by multimedia artists.

Romería del Valle

Starting on 1 May and carrying on throughout the month, with solemn processions.



 

Tracing Toledo’s Jewish & Muslim history

Toledo’s former judería (Jewish quarter) was once home to 10 synagogues and comprised some 10% of the walled city’s area. The magnificent Sinagoga del Tránsito was built in 1355 by special permission from Pedro I. After the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, the synagogue was variously used as a church, hermitage and military barracks. It now houses the Museo Sefardí, which provides a glimpse into Sephardic culture in Spain. The vast main prayer hall has been expertly restored and the Mudéjar decoration and intricately carved pine ceiling are striking. Exhibits provide an insight into the history of Jewish culture in the country, and include archaeological finds, a memorial garden, costumes and ceremonial artefacts.

On the northern slopes of town you’ll find a modest, yet beautiful, mosque, Mezquita del Cristo de la Luz – the only one remaining of Toledo’s 10 mosques – where architectural traces of medieval Muslim rulers are still in evidence. Built around 1000 CE, it suffered the usual fate of being converted into a church (hence the religious frescoes), but the original vaulting and arches survived.

At the highest point in the city looms the foreboding Alcázar. Founded by Abd ar-Rahman III who raised an al-qasr (fortress) here in the 10th century, it was thereafter altered by the Christians, rebuilt under Franco and most recently reopened as a vast military museum. The best part is the historical section, with an in-depth examination of the nation’s past – albeit in terms of wars and long-simmering conflicts – in Spanish and English. Other highlights include are the archaeological remains from Moorish times near the entrance.


A NATIONALIST SYMBOL

Alonso Covarrubias rebuilt the Alcázar as a royal residence for Carlos I, but the court moved to Madrid and the fortress eventually became a military academy. The building was heavily damaged during the siege of the garrison by loyalist militias at the start of the civil war in 1936. The fortification was made into a powerful nationalist symbol after the Republican soldiers kidnapped Colonel Jose Moscardó’s 24-year-old son and demanded that Moscardó surrender the Alcázar in exchange for his son’s life. Moscardó refused, allegedly telling his captured son on the phone to shout ‘Viva España!’ and ‘die like a hero’.




SegoviaTIME FROM MADRID: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

A stunning, magical city

UNESCO World Heritage–listed Segovia has always had a whiff of legend about it, not least in the myths that the city was founded by Hercules or by the son of Noah. It may also have something to do with the fact that nowhere else in Spain does such a stunning Roman-era monument survive in the heart of a vibrant modern city. Or maybe it’s because art really has imitated life Segovia-style – Walt Disney is said to have modelled Sleeping Beauty’s castle in California’s Disneyland on Segovia’s Alcázar. Whatever it is, the effect is beautiful: a city of warm terracotta and sandstone hues set amid the rolling hills of Castilla, against the backdrop of the Sierra de Guadarrama.

The first thing to see is Segovia’s most recognisable symbol, El Acueducto (Roman aqueduct), an 894m-long engineering wonder that looks like an enormous comb plunged into the city. First raised here by the Romans in the 1st century CE, the aqueduct was built with not a drop of mortar to hold together more than 20,000 uneven granite blocks. It’s made up of 163 arches and, at its highest point in Plaza del Azoguejo, rises to 28m.

Next up is the Alcázar, a prototypical fairy-tale castle. Fortified since Roman days, the site takes its name from the Arabic al-qasr (fortress). It was rebuilt in the 13th and 14th centuries, but the whole lot burned down in 1862. What you see today is an evocative, over-the-top reconstruction of the original.

Finally, Segovia’s cathedral is a powerful expression of Gothic architecture that took almost 200 years to complete. Started in 1525 on the site of a former chapel, the austere three-nave interior is anchored by an imposing choir stall and enlivened by 20-odd chapels. The Capilla de la Piedad contains an important altarpiece by Juan de Juni. Join an hour-long guided tour to climb the tower for fabulous views.
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REACHING SEGOVIA

Bus The bus station is just off Paseo de Ezequiel González. Buses arrive from Madrid every hour (1½ hours). Once in Segovia, bus 9 does a circuit through the historic centre, bus 8 goes to Segovia train station and bus 11 goes to Segovia-Guiomar station. All services cost €1.50 and leave from just outside the aqueduct. Car Segovia is just under 100km from Madrid and takes about 1½ hours to reach by car. Take the A6, via Moncloa. Train The high-speed Avant train from Madrid (28 minutes) deposits you at the Segovia-Guiomar station, 5km from the aqueduct.



Where to Eat and Drink in Segovia

Bodega del Barbero: Down a narrow street, this intimate bar has good wines and tapas. 10am-1am Mon-Fri, noon-1am Sat & Sun €

Restaurante El Fogón Sefardí: Eat Sephardic Jewish cuisine on the patio or in the splendid dining hall with original 15th-century Mudéjar flourishes. 1.30-4.30pm & 8.30-11.30pm €€

Mesón José María: Offers fine tapas and five dining rooms serving exquisite cochinillo asado (roast suckling pig). 1-4pm & 8-11.30pm €€

Casa Duque:  Cochinillo asado has been served at this atmospheric mesón (tavern) since the 1890s. 12.30-4.30pm & 8.30-11.30pm €€€


Ávila TIME FROM MADRID: 1 HR 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Medieval magnificence

Ávila’s old city, surrounded by imposing walls comprising eight monumental gates, 88 watchtowers and more than 2500 turrets, is one of the best-preserved medieval bastions in Spain. In winter, when an icy wind whistles in off the plains, the city huddles behind the high stone walls as if seeking protection from the harsh Castilian climate. At night, when the walls are illuminated to magical effect, you’ll wonder if you’ve stumbled into a fairy tale.

This is a deeply religious place that for centuries has drawn pilgrims to the cult of Santa Teresa de Ávila, with its many churches, convents and high-walled palaces. As such, Ávila is the essence of Castilla and the epitome of old Spain.

Ávila’s splendid 12th-century murallas (walls) stretch for 2.5km atop the remains of earlier Roman and Muslim battlements and rank among the world’s best-preserved medieval defensive perimeters. Two sections of the walls can be climbed – a 300m stretch accessed from just inside the Puerta del Alcázar, and a longer (1300m) stretch from Puerta de los Leales that runs the length of the old city’s northern edge. Raised to a height of 12m between the 11th and 12th centuries, the walls have been much restored and modified, with various Gothic and Renaissance touches, and even some Roman stones reused in the construction. At dusk they attract swirls of swooping swallows.

Ávila’s 12th-century Catedral del Salvador is both a house of worship and an ingenious fortress: its stout granite apse forms the central bulwark in the historic city walls. The sombre, Gothic-style facade conceals a magnificent interior with an exquisite early-16th century altar frieze showing the life of Jesus, plus Renaissance-era carved choir stalls. There is also a museum with an El Greco painting and a splendid silver monstrance by Juan de Arfe. (Push the buttons to illuminate the altar and the choir stalls.)

Northwest of the city, on the road to Salamanca, Los Cuatro Postes provides the best views of Ávila’s walls. It also marks the place where Santa Teresa and her brother were caught by their uncle as they tried to run away from home (they were hoping to achieve martyrdom at the hands of the Muslims). The best views are at night. If you want to learn more about Santa Teresa, head for the Convento de Santa Teresa. Built in 1636 around the room where she was born in 1515, this is the epicentre of the cult surrounding the saint. There are three attractions in one here: the church, a relic room and a museum where you can inspect a (macabre) piece of the saint’s ring finger, complete with ring. Apparently Franco kept it at his bedside throughout his rule. If you want to see where Santa Teresa fully took on the monastic life and lived for 27 years, head north of the walls to Monasterio de la Encarnación, an unadorned Renaissance monastery. One of the three main rooms open to the public is where the saint is said to have had a vision of the baby Jesus. Also on display are relics, such as the piece of wood used by Teresa as a pillow and the chair upon which St John of the Cross made his confessions.

For some more Romanesque simplicity, head to the Basílica de San Vicente, a period masterpiece. A series of largely Gothic modifications in sober granite are contrasted with the warm sandstone of the Romanesque original. Work started in the 11th century, supposedly on the site where three martyrs – Vicente and his sisters, Sabina and Cristeta – were slaughtered by the Romans in the early 4th century. Their canopied cenotaph is an outstanding piece of Romanesque design, with nods to the Gothic.

Finally, the Monasterio de Santo Tomás – commissioned by the Reyes Católicos (Catholic Monarchs), Fernando and Isabel, and completed in 1492 – is an exquisite example of Isabelline architecture, rich in historical resonance. Three interconnected cloisters lead to the church that contains the alabaster tomb of Don Juan, the monarchs’ only son.
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THE FAMOUS SANTA TERESA

Teresa de Cepeda y Ahumada was born in Ávila in 1515, one of 10 children. Raised by Augustinian nuns after her mother’s death, she joined the Carmelite order at age 20. She was shaken by a vision of hell in 1560, which crystallised her true vocation: she would reform the Carmelites. Her reforms called for the church to return to its simple roots, in stark contrast to the opulence of the church in 16th-century Spain. The Carmelites demanded the strictest of piety and employed flagellation to atone for their sins. Despite mainstream church opposition, Teresa and her supporters founded convents all over Spain. She died in 1582 and was canonised in 1622.



Where to Eat and Drink in Ávila

Soul Kitchen: An eclectic menu has pulled pork burgers, falafel and grilled Ávila steak. 10am-midnight Mon-Fri, 11am-2am Sat, to midnight Sun €€

La Bodeguita de San Segundo:  Within the 16th-century Casa de la Misericordia is this superb wine bar renowned throughout Spain. 11am-midnight Wed-Mon €€

Mesón del Rastro: A bastion of robust Castilian cooking, which it has been since 1881. 1-4pm & 9-11pm €€

Hostería Las Cancelas: Traditional restaurant doing Ávila cuisine set within a delightful interior patio dating to the 15th century. 1-4pm & 7.30-11pm €€


THE RISE & FALL OF ÁVILA

According to myth, one of Hercules’ sons founded Ávila. The more prosaic truth credits obscure Iberian tribes, who were later Romanised, then Christianised. For almost 300 years Ávila changed hands between Muslims and Christians, until the fall of Toledo to Alfonso VI in 1085. ‘Ávila of the Knights’ became an important commercial centre with a well-established noble class, although the 1492 edict expelling all Jews from Spain robbed the city of much of its lifeblood; both in terms of its population and economy. The population was in steady decline for centuries thereafter, recovering only slightly during the 19th century, when a railroad was laid and a teaching and military academy were built.




AranjuezTIME FROM MADRID: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

A royal escape

Aranjuez was founded as a royal pleasure retreat, away from the riff-raff of Madrid, and it remains a place to escape the rigours of city life.

The Palacio Real started as one of Felipe II’s modest summer palaces but took on a life of its own as a succession of royals lavished money upon it. By the 18th century its 300-plus rooms had turned the palace into a sprawling, gracefully symmetrical complex filled with a cornucopia of ornamentation. Of all the rulers who spent time here, Carlos III and Isabel II left the greatest mark. The obligatory guided tour (in Spanish) provides insight into the palace’s art and history. A stroll in the lush gardens takes you through a mix of local and exotic species, the product of seeds brought back by Spanish botanists and explorers from Spanish colonies all over the world. Within their shady borders, which stretches a few kilometres from the palace, you’ll find the Casa de Marinos, which contains the Museo de Falúas, a museum of royal pleasure boats from days gone by. The 18th-century neoclassical Casa del Labrador is also worth a visit.

You could take a normal train from Madrid to Aranjuez, but for romance it’s hard to beat the Tren de la Fresa. The journey begins at 9.50am on Saturdays and Sundays between early May and late October when an antique Mikado 141F-2413 steam engine leaves from Madrid’s Museo del Ferrocarril, pulling behind it four passenger carriages that date from the early 20th century and have old-style front and back balconies. The train leaves Aranjuez for Madrid at 6.55pm for the return journey.
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THE STRAWBERRY THROWBACK

Begun in 1985 to commemorate the Madrid–Aranjuez route (Madrid’s first and Spain’s third rail line, which was inaugurated in the 1850s), the Tren de la Fresa (Strawberry Train) is a tribute to the time when Spanish royalty would escape the summer heat and head for the royal palace at Aranjuez. During the 50-minute journey, rail staff in period dress provide samples of local strawberries – strawberries and cream is an Aranjuez dessert speciality. One of the original train’s purposes was to allow royalty to sample the summer strawberry crop from the Aranjuez orchards – such a sweet life. The original steam engine, used for two decades after the line was reopened, was eventually replaced.




Sierra de GuadarramaTIME FROM MADRID: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Otherworldly landscapes & good hiking

North of Madrid lies the Sierra de Guadarrama, a popular hiking and skiing destination and home of several charming towns. In Manzanares El Real, the region’s main town, you can explore the small 15th-century Castillo de los Mendoza, a storybook castle with round towers at its corners and a Gothic interior patio.

One of the most unique landscapes, La Pedriza (meaning something like ‘stony mountain’), is here. La Pedriza is a granite geological feature on the southern side of the Sierra de Guadarrama, a mountainside strewn with large, otherworldly boulders reminiscent of petrified prehistoric creatures. It is very popular with hiking and rock climbing madrileños. There’s a lot of little streams, virtually no shade (don hats and sunscreen) and a ton of fresh air and beautiful scenery. You enter the Pedriza area from Manzanares El Real town, walking 10 minutes north of the centre. The route is signposted, and there’s a tourist office in the town centre.

Cercedilla is a popular base for hikers and mountain bikers, and is one of the few villages in Madrid province that is forested and green. It’s heavenly in the summer, when the temperatures are markedly cooler than in the capital, and you can go walk through the woods and alongside tiny streams. There are several marked trails, the main one known as the Cuerda Larga or Cuerda Castellana. This is a forest track that takes in 55 peaks between the Puerto de Somosierra in the north and Puerto de la Cruz Verde in the southwest. Small ski resorts, such as Valdesqui and Navacerrada, welcome weekend skiers from the city in the chilly winter months.

Buses from Moncloa station go to Cercedilla, and from Chamartín station to Manzanares El Real. Trains to Cercedilla go from Sol and Atocha.


A GRAND INQUISITOR’S LEGACY

The University of Acalá de Henares was founded by Cardinal Cisneros in 1499. A powerful mover and shaker in Isabel and Fernando’s court, the cardinal was at one time grand inquisitor, overseeing the forced conversions of many Muslims. Apart from this, he was also responsible for the world’s first planned university city.

Illustrious alumni of the university include Siglo de Oro writers Francisco de Quevedo and Lope de Vega. And the literary tradition continues each year when the awards ceremony for the annual Cervantes prize is held in the Assembly Hall, which is well worth visiting for its coffered ceilings and plateresque decoration.




Alcalá de HenaresTIME FROM MADRID: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Roman remains & legendary university

East of Madrid, Alcalá de Henares is full of surprises with historical sandstone buildings seemingly around every corner. Throw in some sunny squares and a legendary university, and it’s a terrific place to escape the capital for a few hours.

For an insight into the town’s Roman origins, visit the Museo Arqueológico Regional, displaying mosaics and other remains along with artefacts from medieval times. The latter speaks to the era when the town was part of a line of fortifications that, along with Madrid, marked the northernmost limit of Al-Andalus. Alcalá means ‘citadel’ in Arabic, and if you fancy hiking across the river, you can visit the ruins of the 10th-century Castillo de Alcalá la Vieja. After the reconquest, Alcalá de Henares became a famous university town, but it is now also known for being the birthplace of esteemed Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes. Converted into the Museo Casa Natal de Miguel de Cervantes, his house can be found on the Calle Mayor, a charming 16th-century street lined with stone colonnades. It doesn’t take long to visit, so you ought to have time to spare for Palacio Laredo, the late 19th-century home of Alcalá’s former mayor, which mixes neoclassical, neo-Mudéjar and Gothic styles to astounding effect.

The only way to visit the historic Universidad de Alcalá is on a tour in Spanish. Buy tickets from the shop at the main university building on Plaza de San Diego. Before entering, take a moment to marvel at the stunning Renaissance facade. Built after university founder Cisneros’ death and completed in 1553, above the door you can see the figure of San Idelfonso, the university’s patron saint. Cisneros’ tomb can be visited at the end of the tour in the Capilla de San Ildefonso. However, his sunken-cheeked funerary sculpture is not the only attraction. Above your head is a fine Mudéjar ceiling bordered by ornate plasterwork that recalls gorgeous decorative elements from Granada’s Alhambra.


REACHING ALCALÁ DE HENARES

Car Alcalá de Henares is just 35km east of Madrid, heading towards Zaragoza along the A2.

Bus There are regular bus departures from Madrid’s Intercambiador de Avenida de América bus station (about one hour, every five to 15 minutes). The metro station in Madrid is Avenida de America, follow the signs to the Intercambiador.

Train C2 and C7 cercanías trains (40 minutes) make the trip to Alcalá de Henares daily from Madrid’s Atocha station. There is a train every 10 to 15 minutes, so it’s a very convenient way to get there.



Where to Eat in Alcalá de Henares

Teide Bar Cafeteria: Famous for its generous tapas, this much-loved local bar also has karaoke and live football. 6am-midnight Mon-Fri, 5pm-midnight Sat €

Restaurante Plademunt: Wood-fired barbecue meat and arancini are highlights at this bistro-style restaurant. 8am-5pm & 8-10.30pm €€

Ki-Jote:  A Japanese-Mediterranean fusion restaurant that is much lauded for its quality ingredients. 1.30-4.30pm & 8.30-11.30pm €€

Restaurante Casino: Beautifully presented dishes in a well-designed space. Steak tartare and octopus are recommended. 1.30-5.30pm & 8.30pm-1am, 1.30-4pm Sun & Mon €€€


Sierra PobreTIME FROM MADRID: 1 HR 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Less visited, gorgeous mountains

Sleepy Sierra Pobre is a toned-down version of its more refined western neighbour, the Sierra de Guadarrama. It’s popular with hikers and others looking for nature without quite so many creature comforts or crowds. And that’s just why we like it.

Head first to Buitrago de Lozoya, the largest town in the area, where you can stroll along part of the old city walls and have breakfast in the main square and people-watch – this is small-town Spanish life at its rural best. You can also take a peek into the 15th-century Mudéjar and Romanesque Iglesia de Santa María del Castillo and visit the small and unlikely Museo Picasso, which contains a few works that the artist gave to his barber, Eugenio Arias. The turquoise Lozoya river here is gorgeous; rent a canoe and see the city from below.

Hamlets are scattered throughout the rest of the sierra; some, like Puebla de la Sierra and El Atazar, are pretty and are the starting point for winding hill trails.

To reach Buitrago de Lozoya by car from Madrid, take the N-I highway. Buses (line 191) leave hourly from Plaza de la Castilla to Buitrago de Lozoya (1½ hours). There’s nowhere of note to stay in the region, so it’s best to visit on a day trip.
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A BEAUTIFUL FRIENDSHIP

Picasso’s barber, Eugenio Arias, was originally from Buitrago de Lozoya, and the two men shared a friendship – and a business relationship – for the last 25 years of Picasso’s life. Having fought in the Spanish Civil War, Arias was exiled to France in 1939, where he joined the anti-fascist forces. Over the course of their time together, Picasso gifted a number of paintings to Arias, which were, according to the barber’s son Pedro, gifts ‘between friends’, rather than any form of payment. The founding of the Museo Picasso was allegedly a wish expressed to Arias by Picasso himself, and Arias was intent on fulfilling Picasso’s wishes by donating the paintings to the new museum.






WHERE TO STAY

Madrid is much more expensive than it used to be, though budget options are available in the city’s hostels. At the luxury end of the spectrum, there’s more choice than ever.


Where to Stay If You Love …


	History & pretty plazas
	Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid Filled with some of the oldest architecture in the city, this picturesque barrio isn’t cheap but it is beautiful. It can be noisy at night.

	Multicultural markets & street art
	La Latina & Lavapiés These are two distinct districts: the former historic, the latter multicultural. You’ll find expensive but pretty inns in historic La Latina and cheaper lodgings in the much livelier Lavapiés.

	Boutiques, theatres & bars
	Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas Madrid’s busiest neighbourhood includes Plaza de Santa Ana, the heart of Madrid’s theatre district. The cute sloping streets beyond are filled with great bars and can get noisy at night.

	Art galleries & greenery
	El Retiro & the Art Museums Madrid’s cultural hub runs beside one of the world’s most beautiful parks. Accommodation options tend to be upscale.

	Luxury brands & exclusive restaurants
	Barrio Salamanca Swanky district a little far from the action in the centre but quieter at night. Great for those who want to splurge.

	Alternative culture & clubbing
	Malasaña & Conde Duque Noisy but cheaper than other central districts. Still within walking distance of all the main sights, it’s perfect for younger travellers.

	LGBTIQ+ culture & cute boutiques
	Chueca The place to party but not quite as good for getting a good night’s sleep. Also fantastic for shopping.

	Relaxed atmosphere & traditional values
	Chamberí & Northern Madrid This is where well-heeled madrileños live. Reasonably quiet at night with good options for dining out.




$ Budget $$ Midrange $$$ Top End

Plaza Mayor & Royal Madrid

HOSTELS

Hat Madrid €

MAP here

Just down the hill from Plaza Mayor, with both light cheerful dorms and stylish but simple private rooms. The rooftop bar with wonderful views sweetens the bargain.

Petit Hostel Palacio Real €

MAP here

Near the Templo de Debod, this place offers a little more privacy than other hostels with capsule-like spaces surrounded by curtains and luggage lockers.

ON A BUDGET

Hotel JC Rooms Santo Domingo €

MAP here

While the colourful decor might not be to everyone’s taste, it’s hard to find a better price for private rooms slap bang in the centre close to Callao metro.

BOUTIQUE

Aspasios Calle Mayor Apartments €€

MAP here

Well-equipped, fashionable, self-contained flats in a historic building a stone’s throw from Plaza Mayor. Great if you prefer to do your own cooking.

Petit Palace Posada del Peine €€

MAP here

This old-fashioned inn has been spruced up to enhance both its beautiful painted facade and up-to-date spacious interiors. Breakfasts are generous and varied.

Hotel Meninas €€

MAP here

Classy joint with a black, white and grey colour scheme, dark-wood floors and splashes of fuchsia and lime green. Past guests include Viggo Mortensen and Natalie Portman.

Barceló Torre de Madrid €€

MAP here

Five-star hotel occupying nine floors of Torre de Madrid, with views of the Palacio Real and Gran Vía. Large comfortable rooms and suites have a modern aesthetic.

TOP END TO SPLURGE

Hotel Francisco 1 €€€

MAP here

A wonderful range of rooms in the heart of town, some with original stone arches and others with private terraces. The most appealing options are on the upper floors.

Pestaña Plaza Mayor €€€

MAP here

One of the most sought-after addresses in downtown Madrid has been renovated with exposed brick and blue-velvet walls. Views of Plaza Mayor and the rooftop pool make it worth splurging.

La Latina & Lavapiés

HOSTELS

2060 The Newton Hostel €

MAP here

Clean, whimsical hostel with fun philosophical wall messages. Shared dorms, bathrooms and sauna, plus rooftop bar with scenic views. Ideal for young travellers on a shoestring.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN

Four-star or fancy boutique hotel from €180 per night

Midrange hotel from €90–190

Aparthotel from €150

Hostel dorms from €45–75



Cats Hostel Madrid Lavapiés €

MAP here

Vibrant ‘chillout hostel’ in a restored 18th-century building. Dorm rooms are on the small side but clean. There’s a rooftop bar and courtyard with a retractable roof recreating an old Madrid corrala.

HISTORIC & BOUTIQUE

L&H La Latina Selection €€

MAP here

At this modern boutique hotel, rooms and suites have their own mini kitchens. The attic room has a cosy private terrace with charming skyline views.

Posada del Dragón €€

MAP here

Remodelled historic inn with modern interiors retaining its traditional corrala courtyard. The restaurant reveals remains of a 12th-century wall.

Posada del León de Oro €€

MAP here

Restored 19th-century inn with a classic Spanish restaurant showing parts of a 12th-century wall. Choose between reasonably priced Corrala or Cava rooms with lovely street views.

Hotel Reyes Católicos €€

MAP here

Reasonably priced three-star hotel with great views of the city skyline and Basílica de San Francisco El Grande. Selected double rooms have private terraces.

APARTHOTELS

Cava Baja Suites 2 €€€

MAP here

Clean, bright, well-equipped studios with modern facilities along historic Calle de la Cava Baja, perfect for groups or families of four.

Palacio Tirso de Molina ARC Collection €€€

MAP here

Refurbished 17th-century palace by central Plaza de Tirso de Molina (it gets noisy, especially on weekends), featuring luxurious flats and duplexes with gym and pool facilities.

ECO-FRIENDLY & ACCESSIBLE

Central House Madrid Lavapiés €

MAP here

Great for groups, this hostel has a BREEAM certification for energy-efficient facilities to lessen carbon footprint. Spacious and accessible, wheelchair-friendly rooms. Inviting roof-deck pool and patio open during warmer seasons.

Sol, Santa Ana & Huertas

ON A BUDGET

Hostal Adriano €

MAP here

Bright and friendly hostal wedged in the streets that mark the boundary between Sol and Huertas. Rooms are well sized and pleasantly decorated.

Hostal Adria Santa Ana €€

MAP here

Run by the folks down the hall at Hostal Adriano. Rooms are bright and spacious, and the service friendly. Both hostales drop their prices in summer.

BOUTIQUE

Hotel Alicia €€

MAP here

One of the landmark properties of the designer Room Mate chain of hotels, overlooking Plaza de Santa Ana, with beautiful, spacious and modern rooms.

Hotel Miau €€

MAP here

Close to the nightlife of Huertas, and just off Plaza de Santa Ana, offering large rooms in light tones, splashes of colour and modern art.

Hotel Urban €€€

MAP here

This epitome of designer cool displays artworks from Africa and Asia. Rooms are vast with dark-wood floors and walls, and plenty of light. There’s a rooftop swimming pool.


LUXURY

Me Madrid Reina Victoria €€€

MAP here

Once the landmark Modernist Gran Victoria Hotel, the Madrid home of many a famous bullfighter, this gloriously luxury hotel overlooks Plaza de Santa Ana.

Four Seasons Hotel Madrid €€€

MAP here

As monumental as it gets: occupying a whole block and seven former banks, pieces from which have been kept for decoration, along with original art and spectacular rooms.
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Axel Luxury Madrid €€€

MAP here

A mishmash of styles, with some rooms featuring dark colours and bright neon signs and others in grand, belle époque decor. It’s geared to the LGBTIQ+ crowd.

Gran Hotel Inglés €€€

MAP here

On one of Madrid’s most charming streets and very art deco, this was the first luxury hotel in Madrid (opened in 1886), hosting actors and bullfighters.

Westin Palace €€€

MAP here

The former palace of the Duque de Lerma opened as a hotel in 1911. Across Plaza de Neptuno from its rival, the Ritz, it almost shines just as bright.

El Retiro & the Art Museums

FAMILY-FRIENDLY

Hotel Mora €

MAP here

One of a few well-priced options in the area, uphill from Caixa Forum. Rooms are a little sparse but they’re spacious and clean, and some look out across Paseo del Prado.

Hotel Agumar €€

MAP here

Right by the Real Fábrica de Tapices, this slightly dour, grand hotel nevertheless has a comfortable welcoming vibe and great views of Basílica de Nuestra Señora de Atocha.


TOP TIP

Madrid has a great metro system, so if you stay out of the centre you won’t miss out on much. Last trains leave at 1.30am and the Búho bus runs all night.



CONTEMPORARY COOL

Only YOU Atocha €€

MAP here

Not only stylish but also sustainable, eschewing single-use plastics, offering electric-car charging, using LED lights and allowing customers to opt out of daily towel cleaning.

Crowne Plaza Madrid Centre Retiro €€

MAP here

This funky four-star hotel on the lesser-known side of Retiro park serves excellent food in its leafy dining spaces and offers a high level of comfort to guests.

APARTHOTELS

60 Balconies Atocha €€

MAP here

Convenient for Atocha and the major art galleries, this is an exciting project by a dynamic architectural team. The large apartments are stylish, spacious and a wonderful alternative to hotels.

TOP END TO SPLURGE

Mandarin Oriental Ritz €€€

MAP here

The grand old lady of Madrid has undergone a massive restoration. It has always been an indulgent experience, and the hotel of choice for kings and presidents for a century.

Barrio Salamanca

ON A BUDGET

Casa de Huéspedes Galaica €

MAP here

Clean, decent-sized single and double rooms with spare modern furnishings and private bathrooms. Wallet-friendly option in Madrid’s most exclusive quarter, near Goya metro. Adults only.

BOUTIQUE

Relais & Chateaux Heritage Madrid €€€

MAP here

Luxury heritage hotel blending French neoclassical and contemporary design. Cultural experiences on offer include Art Walk passes. Excellent classic brunch at its restaurant on weekends.

CONTEMPORARY

DormirDCine €€€

MAP here

Pop art and cinema–themed hotel close to Diego de León metro. Large, colourful rooms dedicated to classic films. Fun option diverging from Salamanca’s traditional aesthetics.

Hotel Zenit Abeba €€€

MAP here

Contemporary four-star hotel on a quiet street near Diego de León metro, close to the Golden Mile shopping area. Big rooms with minimalist modern interiors.

TOP END TO SPLURGE

Villa Magna €€€

MAP here

Embrace Salamanca’s high-end lifestyle in regal suites with windows facing Paseo de la Castellana. For the ultimate splurge, book one of the rooftop suites with a private kitchen and sweeping city views.

Wellington Hotel & Spa €€€

MAP here

Housed in a protected cultural heritage building, this five-star hotel has a spa and sports and wellness club, with an outdoor pool open during the summer.

Malasaña & Conde Duque

HOSTALES

Hostal La Zona €

MAP here

This stylish hostal has clean bright rooms with a warm touch of wood. Breakfast is served from 9am to noon, which is exactly the understanding Madrid’s nightlife merits.

Hostal Main Street Madrid €€

MAP here

This upscale hostal is often full, so book well in advance. High demand is down to the excellent service coupled with the modern design of its comfortable private rooms.

ON A BUDGET

Gran Central Suites €€

MAP here

Compact clean rooms furnished with washing machines and microwaves on a pretty sloping street close to Calle del Pez, one of Malasaña’s most happening streets.

Life Hotel €€

MAP here

Great place to stay if you have pets, this hotel inhabits the shell of a historic Malasaña building, but the rooms are slick and contemporary with designer bathrooms.

Vitium Urban Suites €

MAP here

Budget hotel with a boutique look, above Gran Vía, offering spacious bright rooms with a simple aesthetic. The continental breakfast buffet will set you up for the day.

BOUTIQUE

Hotel Abalú €€

MAP here

Each room (some on the small side) has its own style, drawn from the imagination of designer Luis Delgado. Slightly shabby around the edges but not too pricey.

TOP END TO SPLURGE

Hotel Atlántico €€€

MAP here

Rooms here have a neoclassical look with a predominantly white colour scheme and dark-wood floors; some have balconies overlooking Gran Vía. The rooftop bar is a big plus, as is the continental breakfast.
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TOP TIP

If you are bothered by noise at night, get a room facing inward to the patio interior – most Spanish buildings have these tiny central courtyards, which are also blissfully cool in summer.



Chueca

ON A BUDGET

Hostal América €

MAP here

Run by a lovely mother-and-son team, the América has superclean, spacious and IKEA-dominated rooms. There’s a roof terrace – quite a luxury for a hostal in central Madrid.

Casa Chueca €

MAP here

If you don’t mind lugging your bags up to the 2nd floor, Casa Chueca is outstanding. Rooms are modern, colourful and a cut above your average hostal.

Hostal Don Juan €

MAP here

Elegant two-storey pick filled with original artworks and antique furniture that could grace a royal palace. Rooms are large and simple but luminous; most have a balcony.

BOUTIQUE

Hotel Óscar €€

MAP here

Part of the original Room Mate chain, with stylish and sophisticated designer rooms, some with floor-to-ceiling murals. There’s a lively colour scheme and amazing roof terrace.

Only YOU Hotel €€€

MAP here

This stunning boutique hotel makes perfect use of a 19th-century mansion. The look is classy and contemporary with modern art, designed by the artist Lázaro Rosa-Violán.


Hotel Urso €€€

MAP here

Inside a neoclassical mansion dating back to 1915, Urso had one of the first lifts in town – still functioning. Old-world style meets modern elegance.

Chamberí & Northern Madrid

ON A BUDGET

Palafox 23 Hostel €

MAP here

Spotless two-star hostel in a great location near Plaza de Olavide. Comfy loft-style rooms, come equipped with TV and air conditioning.

Hostal Siesta & Go €

MAP here

Ideal for football fans on a budget, close to Santiago Bernabéu stadium and Nuevos Ministerios metro. Clean shared quarters with bunk beds.

MIDRANGE

Hotel Ágora Juan de Austria €€

MAP here

Moderately priced four-star hotel, in a good location on a tranquil street near Plaza de Olavide.

BOUTIQUE

Hotel Orfila €€€

MAP here

Built in 1886, this chic palacete (small palace) features French neoclassical interiors with an elegant patio to enjoy your breakfast in style.

Hotel One Shot Luchana 22 €€€

MAP here

Close to Bilbao metro, this sleek four-star hotel has contemporary rooms with private terraces and a rooftop cocktail bar.

TOP END TO SPLURGE

Hotel Santo Mauro €€€

MAP here

Feel like a duke for a day. This 19th-century palace was the former residence of Duque de Santo Mauro. If money’s no object, book the Duke’s Royal Suite.




TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Madrid. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Madrid and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most international travellers arrive via Barajas airport to the northeast of the city. Though Terminal 4 is furthest out, it has the advantage of being connected to Puerta de Atocha station. Atocha is Spain’s transport hub and trains from all parts of the country arrive here. If you’re prepared for a few transfers, a train journey from London takes 15 hours.
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Visas

From mid-2025, visitors from certain non-EU countries (including the UK, US, Australia and New Zealand) will require prior authorisation to enter Spain under the new ETIAS visa waiver system.




Wi-Fi

Barajas airport offers free wi-fi throughout T4 and T4S, and in boarding areas and areas where food is served in T1, T2 and T3. Be aware that download speeds are limited.




ATMs

ATMs are available in the airport. Withdraw money or make card payments in euros rather than your own currency to avoid hidden fees and poor exchange rates.




AVE Ticket Perks

If you’re arriving on a high-speed AVE train, use the Combinado Cercanías five-digit code or barcode on your ticket to get a free cercanías (local train) ticket.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre

[image: jpg]

ARRIVING IN ATOCHA

Madrid is a surprisingly walkable city, and if you’re getting into Atocha you might want to leave your bags in the station for a few hours so you can explore the area nearby. You can either go straight to Retiro park, check out the major museums (many of which will take your suitcases for you) along Paseo del Prado or explore the pretty area around Huertas. The station is a destination in its own right, as the original iron and plateglass structure out front has been converted into a beautiful tropical garden.
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Getting Around

Madrid is well served by an excellent public transport network of metro, trains and buses. However, the city centre is walkable and there are many options to hire bikes and scooters.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From €7/day

Taxi to airport
€30

Bus/metro/cercanías
€6.10 for 10 trips

BiciMAD bike hire
€1 (first hour) then €3/hr



Travel Passes

Though you will need to pay a supplement to get to and from the airport, the Tarjeta Multi is a better deal than the tourist pass. The card costs €2.50. Once you’ve purchased this, it costs €6.10 for 10 trips by metro, cercanías train or bus within the central Madrid area.


TIP

Keep a close eye on your belongings in the crowded metro as thieves are known to target tourists.



BEST WAY TO GET AROUND

The metro is usually much faster than the bus, especially during the evening rush hour when traffic along the main arteries of Gran Vía and Paseo del Prado grinds to a crawl. However, the best way to take in more of the city is to walk if you can.

Metro Closures

Most repairs to metro and train lines happen during August. This is when madrileños decamp to the beach, so it makes sense for rail companies to limit construction work to this period. Line closures are announced in English at all stations. If you’re travelling from the airport and the metro has been shut down, you don’t need to splash out on a taxi – the bus into Atocha is just as inexpensive and quick.

Bicycle

There are very few cycle lanes in central Madrid so if you do want to get around the city by bike, make sure you wear a helmet and high-visibility clothing. Alternatively, stick to the much safer riverside and parks. Bikes and scooters can be hired pretty much anywhere.

Taxi

Taxis are cheap and plentiful. However, you will always have to pay a minimum charge that will be higher if you’re being picked up from a transport hub. If you’re staying within the M30 motorway, a trip to and from the airport costs just €30. Always insist that the meter is on and if you suspect a scam, ask for a receipt and make a note of the licence number.

Electric Scooters

It’s illegal to ride an electric scooter on the pavement and you can be fined for doing so. Despite that, pedestrians need to watch out for scooter riders weaving through the crowds as many flout the rules.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 30km in one-lane roads, 20km near schools
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Drivers must be aged 18 or over







Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)
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Tipping


While it’s not obligatory to leave a tip, a few euros will be appreciated. Don’t be afraid to be generous as wages for waiters are extremely low. In high-end restaurants a service charge may be included, in which case a tip is not necessary.

Contactless


The pandemic has driven up contactless payments and most places now accept major credit and debit cards even for small amounts. This includes payments made on your phone with the Revolut app. A few hold-outs insist on cash, but this is usually announced with a solo efectivo (cash only) sign outside.

Splitting the Bill

Now that Spain is moving towards a cashless system, it’s acceptable to ask to split the bill. Simply say ‘Queremos pagar por separado’ (We want to pay separately). The waiter will then usually let you do your own calculations once the bill is presented.

Skimming

When getting cash out of an ATM, be aware that card-reading devices have been discovered attached on top of official sensors. Once the card has been skimmed, criminals then take money out of the victim’s account. Try to use machines in brightly lit areas with plenty of foot traffic.


HOW MUCH FOR…

a major exhibition
around €14

a Tarjeta Multi
€2.50 (for the card), €6.10 (for 10 trips)

a flamenco show
around €20

a ticket for a Real Madrid game
from €180
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TOURIST TRAPS

The area around the Palacio Real and the Plaza Mayor is the most expensive in the city. In fact, locals are often scandalised by the prices charged within the city’s main square. However, you don’t need to go far for prices to drop significantly. Just head off down a side street and you’ll find that a coffee or beer is a lot cheaper. That said, it’s still worth paying to sit down and enjoy the view from spots such as Plaza de Oriente, which looks out on the palace.




Across the River

While Madrid is expensive for Spain, you can pay significantly less in bars and restaurants by heading to the south of the city across the Río Manzanares.
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How to… Avoid Being Overcharged

Avoid getting a nasty shock when the bill is presented by making sure prices are prominently displayed on the menu before you order. Overcharging is particularly problematic in the touristy areas around Sol and the Plaza Mayor. If you’ve already done this and are stung with a suspiciously expensive bill, ask for la carta to check the price hasn’t been artificially inflated.





Accessible Travel

Madrid has upped its game considerably when it comes to accessible travel. However, beyond the major sites, there’s still a lot of work to be done. Not all metro and train stations are suitable for wheelchair users and pavements can be very narrow.



Airport

Before arriving, travellers with limited mobility can contact the Spanish airport group AENA (phone 902 404 704) to ensure everything goes smoothly. This service is free of charge in compliance with EU regulations.




Accommodation

Madrid has many hotels with facilities for travellers with disabilities and options are listed in the Accessible Hotel Guide to Madrid at esmadrid.com/madrid-accesible.
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Metro

Madrid's metro is working on accessibility, but it's an old network and 40% of stations still need lifts. The 60% with lifts are clearly marked on all metro maps.

Toilets

Though most accommodate wheelchairs, public toilets are few and far between. Bars often have toilets down steep flights of stairs, so better to ask to use the facilities in modern chain stores.

Museums

The Prado, Thyssen-Bornemisza and Reina Sofía museums all offer wheelchair hire and are equipped with spacious lifts and ramps. They also offer activities for hearing- and vision-impaired visitors.


Dans le Noir

Blind or partially sighted staff serve Catalan and Castilian cuisine in Dans le Noir, a darkened restaurant. Located close to the Palacio Real, this is a high-end experience with a price tag to match.



Taxi

Taxi Grande Madrid has a fleet of Eurotaxi vehicles adapted for wheelchairs. The interiors of these taxis are spacious and can accommodate luggage too.

On the Street

Madrid's pavements can be narrow so it might be better to use EMT buses to navigate the city. These are all equipped to be accessible for wheelchairs.


RESOURCES

Accessible Tourism Guide to Madrid
Helpful pdf from Madrid Tourism.
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Accessible Madrid
Offers tours, transfers, accommodation and more.
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Deaf Europe
City tours for hearing-impaired travellers.
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Family Travel

Spain is an extremely child-friendly country and you will receive a warm welcome in most restaurants. Public playgrounds can be found in many city squares and, handily for frazzled parents, there are often cafes right next to them. The Río Manzanares is particularly good for kids, especially in summer when fountains play at the Playa de Madrid.


Prams

Outside the pedestrianised areas around Plaza Mayor, Plaza de España and the Palacio Real, pavements are narrow and difficult to navigate with prams. However, people are usually kind and step aside or offer to carry them up staircases.
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Breastfeeding

In theory, the right to breastfeed in public is protected by Spanish law. However, attitudes differ and around 60% of Spanish women say they feel uncomfortable while doing so. A campaign to normalise this got underway in 2023, but it might take some time for attitudes to shift. Many get around the problem by placing a cloth over the baby as it's feeding.




Restaurants

Families are mostly treated like royalty in Madrid. Ask for a trona (throne) in a restaurant and you'll generally be provided with a high chair for your little rey or reina (king or queen). They might also be furnished with a piece of bread. Don't worry if your infant starts ripping it apart and making dough balls – this is exactly what it's for.




BEST ATTRACTIONS FOR FAMILIES

Museo de Cera

A reliable rainy-day option, the wax museum in Chueca has enough footballers, actors and international celebrities to get the kids excited.

Museo del Ferrocarril

Madrid’s railway museum, south of Lavapiés, has pieces of rolling stock lined up along the platforms, plus dioramas of stations and model trains.

Casa Museo de Ratón Pérez

This small museum in Sol recreates the home of a cute little mouse known as ‘El Ratón Pérez’.
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TAKE A BREAK

One of the best places for parents to relax are playgrounds with cafes beside them. The best of these is in Plaza de la Luna in Malasaña. Parents can keep an eye on children playing on the climbing frame and slide as they enjoy a drink – alcoholic or otherwise – in the sunshine. Another great spot is Terraza la Playa on the river. This is especially good in summer, when kids can play in the fountains right by the cafe. There are also giant slides, zip lines and skateparks along the riverside, making it a great family destination.





Health & Safe Travel

SUMMER HEAT

It's not uncommon for temperatures to reach 40°C in the hottest months of July and August. Though this is a dry heat, it can be unbearable. The hottest time of day is from 2pm to 9pm. Bring water, stick to the shade and make sure you are only out for brief periods during these hours.
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Healthcare


Spain has an excellent state-run healthcare system. You can get treatment for free if you bring a Global Health Insurance Card (GHIC) or a European Health Insurance Card (EHIC); enquire at your national health service before travelling. Even if you have no insurance, you’ll be treated in an emergency, with costs in the public system ranging from free to €150 for a consultation.

Theft


Though violent attacks used to be rare, there have been a spate of muggings late at night in the Lavapiés area around Plaza de Tirso de Molina. While most other areas are still safe, you should look out for pickpockets on the metro. Thefts should be reported to the police if you want to make an insurance claim or get a passport reissued.


ALCOHOL

While most Spanish enjoy a beer or glass of wine, drinking to excess is frowned upon.



FOOD INTOLERANCES
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Intolerancia al marisco
Seafood intolerance
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Intolerancia al gluten
Gluten intolerance
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Alergia a los frutos secos
Nut allergy
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Sin alcohol
Alcohol-free

Masks


During the pandemic, Spain was one of the strictest countries when it came to mask-wearing, with citizens even having to wear them outside as well as indoors – quite a big ask during hot summer months. Now, masks have very much become part of everyday life and during bad winter flu outbreaks they can be mandatory in hospitals and clinics.


TAP WATER

The water in Madrid is safe to drink and excellent. Restaurants are required by law to provide tap water (agua del grifo) though some might refuse to do so. While there is an ongoing drought, Madrid hasn't had to put any restrictions in place as of the time of writing.







Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Desayuno (7am to midday) Breakfast is typically toast topped with jam or tomato and coffee.

Comida (2pm to 4pm) Lunch is eaten late though some restaurants open at 1pm.

Merienda (5pm to 7pm) A mid-afternoon snack eaten in a bar or cafe.

Aperitivo and tapas (7pm to late night) Pre-dinner nibbles.

Cena (8pm to 10pm) Main evening meal.



Where to Eat

Restaurante Runs the gamut from low to high prices; strictly closed between meal times.

Bar Buzzy spot serving tapas, often at the bar, though it may have a restaurant out back.

Taverna Rustic tavern serving tapas and raciones.

Cafetería Coffee, desserts and light fare throughout the day.

Asador Restaurant specialising in roasted meats.

Terraza Open-air seating at a bar or restaurant, ideal for warm-weather dining.

Churrería The best place to eat churros and chocolate.
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MENU DECODER

Menú del día Set lunch

Medio menú Cheaper version of above with one dish removed

Menu degustación Tasting menu

Tapas Small, savoury dishes

Pintxos Basque-style tapas, usually on bread

Ración or media ración Large full- or half-plate portion of tapas

Plato combinado Main-and-three-veg dish

Entrante Starter

Plato principal Main course

Postre Dessert

Pescado Fish

Marisco Seafood

Carne de cerdo Pork

Carne de vaca Beef

Pollo Chicken

A la parrilla Grilled

Asado Roasted or baked

Vegetariano Vegetarian

Vegano Vegan

Sin gluten Gluten-free

Vino blanco White wine

Vino tinto Red wine

Vino rosado Rosé

Vino natural Natural wine

Sidra Cider

Vermut Vermouth

Fino, manzanilla, palo cortao Types of sherry (there is no one single ‘sherry’)

Caña Small draught beer

Cerveza artesanal Craft beer



How to… Get Free Tapas

Tapas are displayed under a glass covering in traditional bars. However, you can usually only choose from this selection if you're paying for a large ración. While free portions will be given with your drink, this is generally a bowl of salty crisps or nuts – all the better to build your thirst. You might also be offered slices of cold cuts, mini chistorra sausages or Manchego cheese. If you're vegetarian, simply say 'Soy vegetariano/a' and they'll swap out the meat.

The rule tends to be that the more you drink, the better the tapas. If you stay the course, you could wind up eating a nice generous slice of tortilla. One of the classics is ensalada rusa. Made with potato, carrot, eggs and mayo, 'Russian salad' has little to do with Russia, though it nearly caused an international incident when it appeared on the menu during the 2022 NATO summit.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

café con leche
€2

caña (small draught beer)
€2.50

glass of wine
€3–€4

calamari baguette
€3

menú del día
€12.50

set breakfast
€3.50

fancy brunch
€20

slice of cake
€5



How to… Order the Menú del Día

Did you know it was Francisco Franco who created the menú del día back in 1964? The idea for restaurants to offer bargain set menus, which included a starter, main course, dessert and drink, was part of a grand plan to attract tourists. A big hit with locals, too, it remains an integral part of Spanish culture and you'll find it offered for lunch in most restaurants on weekdays.

An entire menú del día is quite a lot of food, so if you don't want to be overstuffed, a good trick is to ask for a medio menú. This means it will be a little cheaper and you lose either your starter or main course – your choice. Starters are usually salad or crema (cold soup), while main courses tend to be meat or fish. If it's a Thursday, paella will be on the menu. As restaurants generally mix things up, rather than printing out the day's offerings, the waiter usually rattles out the options at double-quick speed, so check the chalkboard outside if you don't want to get put on the spot.

While Franco's mandated quarter litre of wine, beer or soft drink is no longer the standard, you can usually order any drink you like. However, some restaurants have had to cut this due to the cost of living crisis.


Where's My Tapa?

If you don’t receive a complimentary tapa with your drink – usually a bowl of crisps or olives – you can always make wounded-puppy-dog eyes at the waiter and enquire '¿Y la tapa?'
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A TYPICAL NIGHT OUT

On a weekend, it's not uncommon to eat a huge meal out with your friends at 10pm. This can seem nonsensical until you consider that temperatures in summer don't even begin to go down until this hour. To bridge the gap between lunch and to get in the party mood, madrileños will go tapeando first – that is, jumping between bars and nibbling free tapas with their drinks.

Once you hit the restaurant, things calm down for a while. Though waiters are notoriously slow in the city, it's considered rude to complain. You have just been nibbling on tapas, after all. Once the meal is eaten, it's normal to linger. This tradition of sobremesa – where you kick back and chat before ordering the bill – is still going strong, especially if you have the last dinner slot. Restaurants usually close around midnight, so you won't be hurried out until then. Often, you'll be offered a free chupito on the house to further assist you with digestion. Typically, this is a liqueur of some sort and popular options are crema de orujo (similar to Baileys), pacharán (a berry liqueur) or limoncello.

When you finally stagger out of the restaurant, it's time to hit a bar de copas for a strong drink. At this hour, gin and tonic is particularly popular. This might even be a disco bar with its own dance floor, though if you're still full, it's best to wait until 2am when the clubs start to come alive.







Responsible Travel

Climate change & travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution—purchasing carbon offsets—unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.
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Stay at a Hotel with Sustainable Practices  

Only YOU Atocha eschews single-use plastics, offers electric-car charging, uses LED lights and allows customers to opt out of daily towel cleaning.

Buy Local Ingredients

In Mercado de San Fernando, Lonja Agroecológica sells fresh organic produce from a farm within the wider region of Madrid. It's also good for a sit-down meal.

Look Out for Hueverías

These farm shops keep odd hours but it’s worth going in for their spectacular eggs, which are often free-range (camperas or criadas en el suelo). Also good for dried pulses and jams.

Reduce Food Waste & Save Money

The Too Good to Go app is widely used by retailers in Madrid to list heavily discounted food that’s still good to eat but about to expire.
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EAT SUSTAINABLY IN STYLE

Restaurante Coque in Chamberí has a Michelin Green Star, an award given to restaurants with high ethical and environmental standards that avoid food waste and use local suppliers.


Carry around a water bottle and fill it in public fountains dotted around the city.




Madrid’s tap water is excellent so there’s no need to order bottled water with your meal.
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VISIT AN ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY SPACE

The Centro de Educación Ambiental in Retiro park is a local government initiative to promote responsible environmental attitudes. Visitors are free to walk around the organic gardens.
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Support Street Vendors

Madrid’s vulnerable population of undocumented migrants has banded together to form a union. You can show your support for them by buying T-shirts and tote bags at Pantera, their Lavapiés shop.

Shop in a Vegan Supermarket

Organic health-food shop Planeta Vegano, located in the alternative Lavapiés district, is a good place to pick up staples like Beyond Burger, non-dairy cheese and tempeh.

Eat a Filling Vegetarian Meal

El Fogón Verde in Huertas is run by a cooperative serving vegetarian, ecofriendly fare. All ingredients are locally sourced and grown free from pesticides. The €16 set lunch menu is highly recommended.


Hop on an electric bus. Madrid has the largest fleet of electric buses of any Spanish city. The 001 line, which runs from Atocha to Moncloa via Gran Vía, is fully electric and completely free.




Download the BiciMAD app. Docking stations for Madrid’s public electric bicycles can be found all over the city. The 7500 bikes are made from recycled aluminium.
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Solar Power

Solar power is used to charge Madrid’s BiciMAD bikes and intelligent waste bins that compact rubbish, reducing the number of times teams need to collect and thus cutting down on greenhouse gas emissions.




RESOURCES

madridnofrills.com
Blog celebrating local bars and encouraging sustainable travel choices.
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ecobnb.com
Find sustainable accommodation in the city.
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esmadrid.com/en/madrid-naturally-sustainable
Section of Madrid Tourism website offering advice on sustainable tourism.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Madrid has long been one of Europe’s most gay-friendly cities. However, the right-wing local government has been busy eroding LGBTIQ+ rights while still paying lip service to the pink money that brings in huge revenues during Pride. Despite these unpleasant undercurrents, madrileños are generally a broadminded bunch and proud that their Orgullo (Pride) is one of the biggest in the world.


Chueca

The city’s LGBTIQ+ community is credited with reinvigorating the once down-at-heel neighbourhood of Chueca, where Madrid didn’t just come out of the closet but ripped the doors off in the process. Today, Chueca is one of Madrid’s most vibrant barrios. Cafes, bars and nightclubs clearly oriented to an LGBTIQ+ clientele abound, while book, video and adult-toy shops aimed at the communities continue to spring up in and around Chueca. Its extravagantly gay and lesbian personality is anything but exclusive, and the crowd is almost always mixed gay/straight.
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PRIDE

Madrid’s Pride is huge and festivities centre around stages set up in Chueca on the first Saturday in July. It’s generally gets extremely hot, which means the parade down the Paseo del Prado often turns into a massive water fight – do pack water pistols.




Gender-Neutral Language

Spanish is a language dominated by masculine and feminine distinctions. Nevertheless, gender-neutral language is being increasingly used. Instead of he/she (el/ella), many now identify as the non-binary elle. A more inclusive collective noun for 'everyone' is todes, rather than todos or todas. This is very much a new thing, yet is generally accepted by the young LGBTIQ+ crowd.



BACKWARD THINKING

In December 2023, Madrid’s right-wing local government revoked laws protecting the rights of LGBTIQ+ citizens. Now discrimination against workers based on gender identity or sexual preference is no longer a punishable offence by law. This move reflects the rise of VOX, a far-right party that represents a minority hankering after the days of Franco when shock therapy was used to 'cure' homosexuality.

VOLUNTEER FOR PRIDE

If you’d like to make some proper connections with locals during Pride, why not volunteer? Those who help out get special access to artists, floats and major events. For more information, see madridorgullo.com/en/takepart.
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Orgullo Crítico

Some in the local LGBTIQ+ community feel that Pride has lost its political edge and become co-opted by big business. The counterculture Orgullo Crítico demonstrations aim to highlight the hypocrisy of the local government which has embraced the festival but does not support gay rights.







Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Many shops, restaurants and bars close in August, when owners leave Madrid to escape the heat. While it’s common for city shops to close from 2pm to 5pm, this is often not the case in the centre.

Banks 8.30am–2pm Monday to Friday

Cafes and bars 7am–late

Clubs Midnight or 1am–5am on weekends

Restaurants 1–4pm and 8–11pm or midnight

Shops 10am–2pm and 5–8pm Monday to Friday or Saturday

Smoking

Smoking is permitted outdoors, including in the open-air seating of bars and restaurants. If this bothers you, bring a fan to waft it away or sit inside. In enclosed public spaces indoors it is banned. Do keep your voice down when smoking outside bars at night.

Toilets

Public toilets are thin on the ground. If caught short, ask in a bar.

Wi-Fi Hot Spots

You can get free wi-fi in many places including buses, libraries and parks.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC +1 in winter, GMT/UTC +2 in daylight-saving period

Country code
34

Emergency number
112

Population
3.3 million



Electricity

220/230V, 50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day  1 January

Epiphany 6 January

Maundy Thursday March/April

Good Friday  March/April

Labour Day 1 May

Fiesta de la Comunidad de Madrid  2 May

Feast of St Isidore 15 May

Feast of St James 25 July

Assumption  15 August

Día de la Hispanidad 12 October

All Saints' Day  1 November

Feast of the Virgin of Almudena  9 November

Constitution Day  6 December

Christmas Day  25 December





Language

Basics

Hello. Hola. o·la

Goodbye. Adiós. a·dyos

Yes. Sí. see

No. No. no

Please. Por favor. por fa·vor

Thank you. Gracias. gra·thyas

Excuse me. Perdón. per·don

Sorry. Lo siento. lo syen·to

What’s your name? ¿Cómo te llamas? ko·mo te ya·mas

My name is … Me llamo …  me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Hablas inglés? ab·las een·gles

I don’t understand. No entiendo. no en·tyen·do

Directions

Where’s (the bank)?

¿Dónde está (el banco)?

don·de es·ta (el ban·ko)

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección?

kwal es la dee·rek·thyon

Could you please write it down?

¿Puede escribirlo, por favor? pwe·de es·kree·beer·lo por fa·vor

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me lo puede indicar (en el mapa)?

me lo pwe·de een·dee·kar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Mujeres Women

Hombres Men

Prohibido Prohibited

Salida Exit

Servicios/Aseos Toilets

Time

What time is it? ¿Qué hora es? ke o·ra es

It’s (10) o’clock. Son las (diez).

son las (dyeth)

Half past (2). Son las (dos) y media. son las (dos) ee me·dya

in the morning de la mañana. de la ma·nya·na

in the afternoon de la tarde.

de la tar·de

in the evening de la noche.

de la no·che

yesterday ayer. a·yer

today hoy. oy

tomorrow mañana. ma·nya·na

Emergencies

Help! ¡Socorro! so·ko·ro

Go away! ¡Váyase! va·ya·se

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. [m/f]

es·toy en·fer·mo/a

Call the police! ¡Llame a la policía!

ya·me a la po·lee·thee·a

Call a doctor! ¡Llame a un médico!

ya·me a oon me·dee·ko

Eating & drinking

What would you recommend?

¿Qué recomienda? ke re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·loo

That was delicious.

¡Estaba buenísimo! es·ta·ba bwe·nee·see·mo


NUMBERS

1

uno oo·no

2

dos dos

3

tres tres

4

cuatro kwa·tro

5

cinco theen·ko

6

seis seys

7

siete sye·te

8

ocho o·cho

9

nueve nwe·ve

10

diez dyeth




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

You’re sure to recognise armada, aficionado, embargo, fiesta, machismo, patio, plaza, salsa …




ADDRESSING PEOPLE

Señor se·nyor (Mr), Señora se·nyo·ra (Ms/Mrs) and Señorita se·nyo·ree·ta (Miss) tend to be used in everyday speech. Doña do·nya, although rare, is used as a mark of respect towards older women, while Don don is sometimes used to address men. You may hear friends calling each other tío m tee·o or tía f tee·a (literally ‘uncle’ and ‘aunt’), and these words are also used when talking about others.


Four phrases to learn before you go

What time do they open/close?

¿A qué hora abren/cierran? a ke o·ra ab·ren/thye·ran

The Spanish tend to observe the siesta (afternoon rest), so opening times may surprise you.

When is admission free?

¿Cuándo es la entrada gratuita? kwan·do es la en·tra·da gra·twee·ta

Many museums and galleries in Spain have admission-free times, so check before buying tickets.

Where can we go (salsa) dancing?

¿Dónde podemos ir a bailar (salsa)? don·de po·de·mos eer a bai·lar (sal·sa)

Flamenco may be the authentic viewing experience in Spain, but to actively enjoy the music you’ll want to do some dancing.

How do you say this in (Catalan/Galician/Basque)?

¿Cómo se dice ésto en (catalán/gallego/euskera)? ko·mo se dee·the es·to en (ka·ta·lan/ga·lye·go/e·oos·ke·ra)

Spain has four official languages, and people in these regions will appreciate it if you try to use their local language.



SPANISH IN THE WORLD

Over the last 500 years, Spanish in Latin America has evolved differently to the Spanish of Europe. Among other differences, you’ll easily recognise Latin Americans by the lack of lisp in their speech – ie cerveza (beer) is ther·ve·tha in Europe but ser·ve·sa across the Atlantic. Within Spain, Spanish, or Castilian (castellano) is primarily the language of Castile (covering the largest territory in Spain). However, Catalan, Galician and Basque are also official languages, and locals in these regions are very proud of their own language.
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Madrid life



A History of Madrid in 15 Places

The tumultuous tale of Madrid can be told through its architecture.

Felicity Hughes

Meet the Madrileños

Despite the pressures of gentrification, Madrid is welcoming to outsiders.

Felicity Hughes

The Battle to Save Madrid’s Trees

Although there’s fierce resistance from activists, local government is failing to protect Madrid’s trees.

Felicity Hughes

Madrid’s Brutalist Beauties

Madrid’s brutalist architecture marked a breakaway from the confines of fascist aesthetics.

Vesna Maric

Wash Cycle: The Gentrification of Lavapiés

The capital’s multicultural, marginalised neighbourhood is transforming, but at what cost?

Natalia Diaz

Río Manzanares: Madrid’s Cinderella Story

The Manzanares River – from the subject of ridicule to a source of community pride.

Natalia Diaz
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A HISTORY OF MADRID IN
15 PLACES

While conservation has often been sacrificed to progress, the history of Madrid can still be told through its architecture. From the Plaza Mayor to the Palacio Real, where you can see the traces of Spain’s Habsburg and Bourbon dynasties, it’s a tumultuous tale that begins with Mohamed I’s original 9th-century wall. By Felicity Hughes


THE ONLY EUROPEAN capital to be founded by a Muslim ruler, the alcázar (fortress) of Mayrit was built in the 9th century by Mohamed I of Córdoba. When Felipe II decided to settle the Spanish court here permanently in 1561, Mohamed’s fortress was altered to become the royal palace and an alternative story that traced Madrid’s history back to antiquity was invented. This wasn’t hard to do as, before becoming the capital, Madrid had been a small town of little importance.

Once it became the centre of a global empire, the town was quickly transformed into a city and new buildings went up to accommodate a rapidly growing population. Since then, the din of construction has pretty much been a constant, rudely interrupted only by the Napoleonic invasion, Franco’s bloody siege of the city and the 2008 financial crisis. Numerous bankruptcies and evictions followed the latter and just as the city began to get back on its feet, the COVID-19 pandemic hit. However, madrileños are a pretty tough bunch, as evinced by their resistance to Napoleon and fortitude during the long siege of their city.

1. Parque del Emir Mohamed I

CELEBRATING A MUSLIM PAST

The limited opening hours of this pleasant garden reflect the local government’s ambivalent attitude towards the city’s Muslim origins: they are either celebrated or played down depending on which political party is in power. Here, a section of the city’s original 9th-century wall is on display along with information about life in the garrison town of Mayrit. Dotted with lime, pomegranate and wild fig trees, the gardens – dedicated to the ruler who ordered the construction of a fortress where the Palacio Real now stands – are delightful and well worth a visit, though do remember, it’s only open on weekends.

For more on Parque del Emir Mohamed I, see here.
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2. Iglesia de San Nicolás

MADRID’S OLDEST CHURCH

The capital’s oldest church San Nicolás is a modest-looking building tucked away down a side street near the Palacio Real. Its history, nevertheless, is fascinating – the 12th-century tower with its Almohad design elements was built by Mudéjar artisans who were encouraged to stay after Alfonso VI conquered the fortress town of Mayrit in 1083. The rest of the structure dates to the 15th century but is equally interesting. If you’re lucky and find the door open, peep inside to get a look at the beautiful interlocking geometric shapes of its wooden ceiling, another striking Mudéjar design element.

For more on Iglesia de San Nicolás, see here.

3. Calle de la Cava Baja

THE CHRISTIAN WALLS

The Muslims remaining after Madrid fell to Alfonso VI could no longer live within the protection of the citadel. Instead, they moved to the morería or Muslim quarter in La Latina. To guard this part of town from external threats, the king commissioned a new wall between the 11th and 12th centuries. This ‘Christian wall’ ran along present-day Calle de la Cava Baja. As the street was a stagecoach hub in the 19th century, the entrances to the old posadas (inns) are big enough to fit an entire carriage. Go inside the Posada del León de Oro and you can see the remains of the wall under a glass sheet.

For more on Calle de la Cava Baja, see here

4. Plaza de la Villa

MADRID’S MEDIEVAL HEART

Before Madrid became the capital of Spain, the Christian wall stopped short of what is now Plaza Mayor, running down Cava de San Miguel. By contrast, Plaza de la Villa sat at the heart of the medieval city and offers an insight into centuries past. Of particular interest are the 15th-century Casa and Torre de los Lujanes, which have noticeable Mudéjar design elements such as horseshoe arches, harking back to the time when the Iberian Peninsula was under Muslim rule. Other notable buildings include the 16th-century plateresque Casa de Cisneros and the 17th-century former city hall.

For more on Plaza de la Villa, see here.

5. El Rastro

TRADING ON THE FLY

The bloody history of Madrid’s oldest flea market began in the 16th century. El Rastro means ‘trail’ and the name derives from the stream of gore that ran down Calle de la Ribera de Curtidores from the main slaughterhouse in Plaza de Cascorro. When Felipe II banned people from selling secondhand goods on the streets of the centre, they congregated here, in one of the city’s biggest markets. These stalls continued to trade even when the matadero (slaughterhouse) was moved down to the river in the 19th century. The Sunday morning market has only been shut down twice: during the Siege of Madrid and the COVID-19 pandemic.

For more on El Rastro, see here.

6. Plaza Mayor

A NEW COMMERCIAL CENTRE

When the Habsburg king Felipe II settled the court in Madrid in 1561, the small town needed a central square fit for the capital of a global empire. He chose Plaza del Arrabal, a lively extramural market that had thrived because merchants were able to trade outside the city gates without paying taxes to enter. Felipe’s new walls now encompassed the square, and the king’s architect Juan de Herrera began work levelling the uneven ground. If you look at the steep staircase leading down the Arco de Cuchilleros on the southwest corner of Plaza Mayor, you can see what an enormous challenge this was.

For more on Plaza Mayor, see here.

7. Palacio Real

A SUSPICIOUS BLAZE

On Christmas Eve 1734, the alcázar palace went up in flames. The building had originally been a 9th-century fortress used to defend Toledo from Christian invaders and was later converted into the Habsburg monarch’s palace. Of course, this meant it was a rather dark, dour place that the new Bourbon king, Felipe V, was happy to consign to history. He wanted a grand palace modelled after Versailles where he had been born and raised. The result: a massive 3418-room ornate Christmas cake of a building that would make rival kings drool in envy.

For more on Palacio Real, see here.


8. Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque

MILITARY MIGHT

Felipe V became king of Spain in 1700 but his succession was strongly contested with the War of the Spanish Succession lasting from 1701 to 1714. Flexing his military might, the Bourbon ruler ordered the construction of a grand barracks for his elite forces. The building designed by madrileño architect Pedro de Ribera housed 600 men and 400 horses. When you walk through the elaborately carved Churrigueresque stone entranceway and emerge onto the parade ground, you can well imagine the Royal Corps guards marching across in all their splendour. The building is now a cultural centre.

For more on Antiguo Cuartel del Conde Duque, see here.

9. Museo del Prado

A CITY INSTITUTION

Madrileños were not overly fond of their new Bourbon monarchs and the derogatory term afrancescado – which means ‘Frenchified fop’ – started being used to mock aristocrats who sucked up to the new court. Felipe V’s son Carlos III, however, did his best to win the public over. An enlightened monarch who modernised Spain, he is now remembered with fondness for founding many of Madrid’s institutions. One of these was the Museo del Prado. Construction began during Carlos’ reign with the intention of creating a Museum of Arts and Sciences. Unfortunately, after his death, Napoleon invaded before work was completed and used the building as a barracks.

For more on Museo del Prado, see here.

10. Plaza del Dos de Mayo

DEFIANT TO THE END

Animosity towards the French intensified during the Napoleonic invasion. When Fernando VII abdicated and instructed the army to stand down, madrileños had other ideas. On 2 May 1808, a bloody incident outside the Palacio Real sparked an insurrection against Napoleon’s troops with citizens fighting with whatever weapons came to hand. Though the Spanish army had been told to stay in their barracks, a few brave souls defied orders and joined the fray. In Plaza del Dos de Mayo you can see the statues of officers Luis Daoíz and Pedro Velarde. Though the fight was lost, this act of defiance began the War of Independence, or Peninsular War.

For more on Plaza del Dos de Mayo, see here.

11. Parque del Buen Retiro

PUBLIC PLEASURE GARDENS

During the invasion of Madrid, Napoleon’s troops used the grounds of Buen Retiro Palace as target practice. Now only a couple of the original 17th-century buildings remain. When the park became public property in 1868 – just before the short-lived First Republic – the grounds had to be completely relandscaped. The only surviving parts within the park itself is the ahuehuete (Montezuma cypress) tree and the boating lake. Alfonso XII presides over the latter in a huge monument built in his honour in 1922. Named the ‘Peacemaker’, he was chosen to rule in favour of his deposed mother Isabel II who died in exile in Paris.

For more on Parque del Buen Retiro, see here.

12. Escuelas Pías de San Fernando

A TEMPLE OF LEARNING

The square outside Escuelas Pías is named after Arturo Barea, an author who once attended classes here. As a bright child, Barea was able to win a proper, albeit staunchly Catholic, education in the school. However, he was strongly aware of the inequalities that doomed most of his contemporaries to a life of poverty. His account of the arson attack on the building at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War demonstrates the divided loyalties of someone who was grateful for his education yet resented the church’s collusion with the status quo. Happily, a handsome library has been built in the burnt-out ruins.

For more on Escuelas Pías de San Fernando, see here.

13. Telefónica Building

TARGET PRACTICE

Europe’s first skyscraper was an easy target for Franco’s troops during the Siege of Madrid. Camped out in Casa de Campo, the Nationalists took pot shots at the city’s telephone exchange, ripping big chunks out of its flanks. For most of the Spanish Civil War, this was where journalists would file their reports, meaning that correspondents like Hemingway were working under extremely stressful conditions. After work, they would decamp to Bar Chicote on Gran Vía for drinks, dodging artillery on the way. The 1920s building now hosts free exhibitions and was the setting for Netflix’ popular prewar drama Cable Girls.

For more on Telefónica Building, see here
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14. Puerta de Atocha Station

ROCKED BY CONFLICT

Madrid’s 19th-century railway terminus has seen many historic moments. Among these was the arrival of 2500 members of the International Brigades in November 1936. Though the Siege of Madrid would continue for two more years, citizens felt as if the city was about to fall and these foreign volunteers to the Republican cause were given a hero’s welcome. Another key event was the 2004 terrorist attack on the station. Ten bombs exploded on four trains, killing 194 people. Prime Minister Aznar’s incorrect claim that Basque separatists were responsible for the explosion lost him the election three days later.

For more on Puerta de Atocha Station, see here.

15. Plaza de la Puerta del Sol

CENTRAL HUB

Since Bourbon times, Sol has sat at the heart of Madrid and it’s here where the people make their feelings known – not just in the uprising against the French of 1808, but also during the 2011 anti-austerity protests. Presiding over the square is a 1994 equestrian statue of Carlos III. The king is known as ‘Madrid’s best mayor’ (though he never held that title) for his improvements not just to the city but to Spain in general. Kilometre zero is part of his legacy: this spot is marked by a plaque showing the hub of a transport infrastructure with all roads leading to the capital.

For more on Plaza de la Puerta del Sol, see here.




MEET THE
MADRILEÑOS

Despite the pressures of gentrification, Madrid remains a welcoming city to outsiders. Felicity Hughes explains why anyone can become a madrileño.


EVEN THOUGH I’M not Spanish, I’m 100% madrileña. Ever since I moved here more than 10 years ago, I have felt completely at home. In stark contrast to my experience of life in London and Tokyo, in Madrid perfect strangers strike up conversations with me in the street and new acquaintances feel completely free to interrupt and passionately disagree with me as if I’d known them for years.

Now I’ve been here a good while, I’m as proud as any native of my city and will passionately defend its amazing public transport system, the quality of its tap water and its glorious sunny weather. Unfortunately, this means I regularly lock horns with my London-born-and-bred parents over which capital is best. In truth, the two cities have much in common, not only in terms of world-beating museums but also in terms of diversity.

Madrid has always had strong links to South America, North Africa and the Philippines. However, after the end of Franco’s dictatorship, multiculturalism was truly embraced when African and Asian communities settled in neighbourhoods such as Lavapiés. My barrio, Usera, has a large Chinese and South American community, meaning it has some of the best culinary options in the city.

The biggest driver of population growth was when the countryside emptied out after the Spanish Civil War and a huge influx of immigrants from rural Spain settled in Madrid. In 1940, 1.3 million people were living in metropolitan Madrid but by 1970 this had exploded to 3.1 million – today it’s around 3.2 million. There was little infrastructure to accommodate them and my estate, like many other urban areas, used to be a shanty town until it was properly hooked up to public services in the 1960s.

This rapid growth is one of the reasons why you won’t find many people who can claim to be gatos: a pure breed of madrileños who can trace their heritage back two generations. Another is that working-class Madrid disgorged after the civil war when Republican supporters were forced to flee either to France or North Africa to escape imprisonment.

This difficult topic used to be completely off-limits. However, now that the generation who lived through the war has almost died out, it’s possible to broach the subject sensitively. This isn’t the only big change I’ve experienced during my time here: there’s also been a rapid rise in gentrification as vulture funds drive out old communities and rents soar.

While in Barcelona tourists can be a target of vitriol, madrileños tend to blame institutions not individuals – meaning that, no matter how high rents are hiked, visitors can still be sure of receiving the friendly welcome Madrid has long been famous for.

Cats

When Alfonso VI’s troops took Madrid from its Muslim rulers in the late 11th century, it’s said they scaled the walls with the agility of cats (gatos). Now, madrileños who can trace their heritage back two generations are called gatos.
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TRUE MADRILEÑA

Celia Fernández Santamaría traces her madrileña heritage back to her grandparents.

To be a madrileño is to be carried away by the melody of a chotis (a traditional dance) played on a barrel organ in Lavapiés, to eat a good plate of callos (tripe) in Chamberí or to enjoy a cocido (meat-and-chickpea stew) in La Bola or Malacatín. Being madrileño is having a well-drawn vermouth from the tap or enjoying cañas in Tribunal, Malasaña, La Latina, Lavapiés or Chamberí because they don’t pour them as well anywhere else.

Being madrileño also means being friendly to visitors. However, Madrid has changed a lot. Small stores have disappeared and the markets now mostly cater to tourists. While tourism is a positive thing, it has had a very negative influence on the city centre. Landlords understand that it’s more profitable to rent their properties on a nightly basis. Considering the average salary in Spain, living in the centre has become unfeasible.






THE BATTLE
SAVE MADRID’S TREES

Despite fierce resistance from activists, the local government is failing to protect Madrid’s trees, putting citizens’ health in jeopardy. By Felicity Hughes
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SPAIN’S CAPITAL HAS always been exceptionally hot in summer. Even back in the 18th century, a popular saying went: ‘Madrid has nine months of winter and three of hell’. While global warming means milder springs and autumns, summers are considerably hotter than the hell of more than 100 years ago.

The effects of climate change have been compounded by the city’s infrastructure. In 2022, research by global sustainable development consultancy Arup showed that Madrid suffered from the worst heat-island effect of the six major global cities sampled, beating out Mumbai with temperatures 8.5°C higher than rural surroundings. Built-up areas were on average 8°C hotter than El Retiro park, a huge green space commonly referred to by locals as ‘Madrid’s lungs’.
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Fines for Protecting Trees

The key to alleviating this problem, of course, is to plant more trees. So it was with some horror that residents saw the local government headed by Mayor José Luis Martínez-Almeida scrapping plans to add trees when renovation work on the central squares of Puerta del Sol and Plaza de la Cebada was carried out in 2022.

In the same year another central square, Plaza del Carmen, even lost 28 trees, leaving it with a bare eight during remodelling work on a suburban car park. The destruction continued into 2023 when plans to build the new extension of line 11 were altered to require the felling of more than 1000 trees to make way for metro stations that had been relocated to public parks near Madrid’s rewilded riverside.
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Facing fierce opposition, the local government reduced the number of trees felled to 676 with 203 transplanted. However, campaigners in the Arganzuela district were not happy and chained themselves to the trees in an attempt to prevent the destruction, shouting their rallying cry of ‘Metro sí, pero no así!’ (Yes to the metro but not like this!). On 11 December 2023, police forcibly removed the protesters and more than 30 people received fines of €600 for trying to obstruct the police.

The controversy over the new metro line rumbled on when four century-old cedar trees were cut down in the gardens of Jimena Quirós between Atocha station and El Retiro park in January 2024. When it came to light that these were part of the UNESCO-protected area of Paisaje de la Luz, Ernest Urtasun, the Minister of Culture from Spain’s left-wing ruling PSOE central government, spoke up in a letter sent to both Mayor Almeida and Isabel Díaz Ayuso, the President of the Community of Madrid – both members of the opposing right-wing Partido Popular – saying that they should have consulted UNESCO before carrying out the work. Mayor Almeida’s response was to sack the city council’s head of World Heritage.

Accusations of hypocrisy were then levelled at the PSOE who had greenlighted the destruction of 1050 trees in the city to allow carrying out works on Madrid’s railway infrastructure. Some of the trees earmarked for removal were also around Atocha station.
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Óscar Puente, the Minister of Transport, quickly came back with an announcement that plans had been reworked to save 246 trees around Atocha, reducing the number felled to just one. This plan involves the replanting of 231 trees, a measure that Ecologistas en Acción (Ecologists in Action) say isn’t an adequate solution as the replanting of mature trees is extremely expensive and rarely successful.

CAMPAIGNERS IN THE ARGANZUELA DISTRICT WERE NOT HAPPY AND CHAINED THEMSELVES TO THE TREES IN AN ATTEMPT TO PREVENT THE DESTRUCTION, SHOUTING THEIR RALLYING CRY OF ‘METRO Sí, PERO NO ASí!’ (YES TO THE METRO BUT NOT LIKE THIS!)
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Both Sides to Blame

Equally critical of both sides, Ecologists in Action’s analysis of figures published on Madrid’s City Hall website makes for hair-raising reading. In 2023, more than 6000 trees were felled in Madrid. These numbers were greatest around historical parks and forests, which lost 2699 trees.

This destruction was particularly prevalent in the south of the city, where Madrid’s riverside lost 773 trees and the Parque Lineal del Manzanares, also by the river, lost 1437. In the south, the heat-island effect is particularly pronounced as these districts don’t benefit from cooling breezes coming down from the Sierra de Guardarrama in the north.


The southern barrios tend to be much more economically deprived than the north. One of the most visible victims of this inequality was street sweeper José Antonio González, who died working in 41°C heat in the southern district of Vallecas during the brutally hot summer of 2022.

When accused of exacerbating Madrid’s heat-island effect, the local government tends to use the defence that many more trees are planted than felled. This is true. In 2023, 5920 new trees were planted in parks and 61,063 in outlying districts. However, these tended to be far out of the centre, principally in the Parque Forestal de Valdebebas in the northeast and Fuencarral-El Pardo out to the northwest. Needless to say, these saplings do little to alleviate the distress caused by scorching summer temperatures in the centre that often go over 40°C.

Damage to the city’s tree stock isn’t only down to humans. In January 2021, the city lost a whopping 80,000 trees in Storm Filomena and it will take decades for replacements to compensate. In fact, at the time of writing, the south looks set to lose even more mature trees as plans to help improve pollution in the city by putting the A-5 motorway underground will involve the removal of 674 of them.

The centre is also set to be hit again during the construction of a new underground parking space below the historic Plaza de Santa Ana in the Huertas district. The plan involves the felling of 47 trees, accounting for an 85% loss of leafy coverage. Locals argue this will denude the square, leaving concrete spaces exposed to fierce summer heat.

While the fight to save the trees in Plaza de Santa Ana has only just begun, the controversy over the destruction of trees to make way for line 11 has led to signs of hope. Teresa Ribera, Minister for Ecological Transition, met with protesters to discuss the need for stronger laws to protect urban trees. Almeida’s local government might not get off scot-free, either. At the time of writing, the public prosecutor’s office was investigating a case brought by Alianza Verde (Green Alliance) for the felling of the trees in the Paisaje de la Luz.
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MADRID’S
BRUTALIST BEAUTIES

Madrid’s brutalist architecture marked a breakaway from the confines of fascist aesthetics and paved a way for Spain’s modernist outlook. By Vesna Maric


WHEN ONE THINKS of Spain, and Madrid in particular, brutalist architecture isn’t the first thing that comes to mind, but it’s precisely through the emergence of this international style that one can trace the Spanish capital’s move from the insularity of Franco’s fascist regime to a world-facing democracy. Originating in Britain in the 1950s from the modernist movement, brutalism was one of the leading architectural styles of post-war reconstruction. It soon spread around the world, with its signature minimalist construction, exposed concrete and geometric shapes.

Most of Madrid’s brutalist buildings were constructed in the period between the 1960s and the 1980s, and these impressive concrete structures blend in with – or rather, stand out from the ornate 16th-century Renaissance and 18th-century baroque buildings that are more commonly found in the city. Spanish architects moulded the style into highly unique urban forms, which are delightful to walk around and examine.

A group of architects emerged in the 1950s and ‘60s who increasingly rejected the rigid fascist design-style beloved by Franco after he came to power in 1939. The architects supported the avant-garde of the period, working with synthesising rationalist and organic architecture, thus turning the country’s vision of construction on its head.

’Organic’ Brutalism

Part of Spain’s avant-garde group of architects was Francisco Javier Sáenz de Oiza, who designed the incredible Torres Blancas building in 1961, in the ‘organic’ brutalist style. This concrete tower, found near Avenida de América metro station, was initially meant to be part of a pair. Measuring 81m in height, it is designed to resemble a tree – its round balconies protruding like leaves on branches – and there is a heavy influence here of the Japanese metabolist structures of the 1960s. It is still such a fascinating building it was featured in Jim Jarmusch’s 2009 film The Limits of Control.

Two other Spanish architects, Fernando Higueras Díaz and Antonio Miró Valverde, worked as a duo and left their mark on Madrid’s landscape through some of the most emblematic brutalist constructions in the city. Among the buildings they designed, the most remarkable is the Instituto del Patrimonio Cultural de España, created in 1964, and found near Moncloa station. Its distinctive pyramidal roof lights that trace the top of the circular structure gave the building its nickname, the ‘Crown of Thorns’. The structure has four storeys with a large central courtyard, and five inner courtyards holding interior gardens. The project was completed in the 1990s due to many alterations throughout the design process and multiple renovations. The effect of standing before this building is so impressive, it’ll leave you dreaming about what’s possible in architecture.

Together with Carlos García Rodríguez, the architects Díaz and Valverde also created the unique Edificio Princesa, near the metro station of San Bernardo. Originally built in 1975 as residential buildings for the Military Housing Cooperative, this complex is truly marvellous – the rough, unfinished concrete-finish characteristic of brutalism is softened with vertical gardens and vegetation-filled terraces. Huge and deep balconies make up the expressive facade, and there is a gorgeous interplay of geometric concrete shapes, white concrete, huge patios, glass walls and ubiquitous greenery in the central halls, and everything is filled with light. You can enter the outside part of the complex and witness a veritable brutalist marvel.
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Torres Blancas building | FERNANDO ASTASIO AVILA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Javier Carvajal

Another incredible brutalist tower is the Torre de Valencia, on the edge of the Parque del Buen Retiro. At a mighty 94m high, it is the 15th highest skyscraper in Spain and was for a while Madrid’s tallest building. This residential building, designed in 1968 by Spain’s renowned architect Javier Carvajal and finished between 1970 and 1973, was highly controversial during its construction. It faced much objections for its (literal) sticking out from the surrounding low buildings and intruding on the cityscape viewed from Plaza de Cibeles and Puerta de Alcalá. Apparently, the works had to stop in 1971 because of excessive local criticism, and the building was finished during the summer, when most madrileños were away on holidays. You won’t have trouble spotting this giant, and it’s worth craning your neck to appreciate its magnitude.

Javier Carvajal also built the Casa Carvajal between 1967 and 1968 as his family home, in the suburban area of Somosaguas just outside of Madrid. Conceived as a modernist homage to Granada’s La Alhambra, it is a space of pure harmony and beauty: its one-floor exposed concrete structure is covered with greenery and surrounded by gardens and water fountains. The architect lived here for only 10 years and it is now a kind of monument that can be rented for events or film shoots; unfortunately, it isn’t open for public visits.

SPANISH ARCHITECTS MOULDED THE STYLE INTO HIGHLY UNIQUE URBAN FORMS, WHICH ARE DELIGHTFUL TO WALK AROUND AND EXAMINE.

Religious Brutalism

Brutalism also found its way into religious buildings. Take the time to seek out evocative churches designed by Cecilio Sánchez-Robles Tarín and Miguel Fisac Serna, which echo structures by Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier, the father of brutalism. The Church of Santa Ana y la Esperanza, designed by Fisac in 1965, mirrors Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp chapel with its interior treatment; the altar contains arched recesses that are almost cut out from the bare concrete wall. It sits quite far east of Atocha station, near Artilleros metro station. Sánchez-Robles Tarín’s Church of Nuestra Señora del Rosario de Filipinas, in the Salamanca area, has large concrete fins and a stylised cross. The interior has a decorative undulating roof that uses its creative openings to create a strong and dramatic presence of natural light that illuminates the altar. Both can be visited during Mass.

Functional Brutalism

Among the first buildings to have been built in exposed concrete is the Centro de Investigaciones Hidrográficas in Madrid Río. Completed in 1963, the architect – Miguel Fisac designed a simple and expressive structure in concrete, iron and aluminium, and this building has served as one of the prime examples of Spanish modernist architecture of the 1960s. Architects and students visit it regularly for its masterful use of natural light and its avant-garde furniture, also designed by Fisac. There are annual open-day events, when you can go inside. Otherwise, you can appreciate its exterior any time.




WASH CYCLE:
THE GENTRIFICATION OF LAVAPIÉS

Madrid’s multicultural, marginalised neighbourhood is transforming, but at what cost? By Natalia Diaz
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WHAT’S IN A name? While there are many theories about the origin of the Lavapiés neighbourhood’s name, one popular conjecture suggests it’s a blend of Spanish words lavar (wash) and pies (feet), as people travelling from outlying areas would cleanse themselves in a fountain before entering the walled city of Madrid.

Indeed, Lavapiés has always been a place of outsiders. In the 12th century, this area just outside the city’s walls was where Jewish converts to Christianity settled. In more contemporary times, starting from the late 20th century, Lavapiés drew waves of immigrant populations, attracted by cheaper rents and the relative proximity to the city centre. This ethnically diverse community is what has essentially created Lavapiés’ unique character – a mosaic of African, Arabic and South Asian cultures that sets it apart from castizo (traditional) Madrid.

While this working-class neighbourhood has a reputation for being rough and economically disadvantaged, it’s also one of Madrid’s most fascinating and culturally rich enclaves. Its ‘bohemian’ spirit is liberated by art and song. Its walls and facades are open-air canvases for rebellious expression, finding common themes of struggle and liberation in unabashed graffiti or vivid murals. Lavapiés has its own music, from the beating of darbukas (goblet drums) in an Egyptian lounge, to the perfectly timed stomps of flamenco students in the studios of the Amor de Dios dance school, to the late-night hums of a saxophone played at a cafe from a bygone era. Art is born in the margins.
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The ‘Preferred Rehabilitation Area’

In recent times, however, the community of Lavapiés has been struggling with a formidable adversary: gentrification. Like many of Madrid’s less affluent barrios, Lavapiés is rapidly changing, and this ongoing transformation is rooted in a government policy of rehabilitation which has underpinned Spanish urban planning since the late 1980s. As Montserrat Cañedo Rodríguez writes in her paper, Políticas urbanísticas en el centro de Madrid: La Rehabilitación de Lavapiés (Urban Policies in Downtown Madrid: The Rehabilitation of Lavapiés): ‘When its declaration as a ‘preferred rehabilitation area’ was proposed in 1997, Lavapiés was perhaps, of all the areas in the city centre, the one that best corresponded in the imagination of citizens and political leaders to a degraded urban area in crisis – to the shame of a capital that wanted to be modern and European’.

And so it is that Lavapiés is undergoing another washing – and in the process, getting a new coat of paint. Leaning into the vivid street art that has been inseparable from the neighbourhood’s character for so long, today there are publicly commissioned urban murals by renowned international street artists along its main streets. It’s a tactic that has helped scrub the barrio into something prettier for the selfie-taking tourist exploring Madrid’s ‘bohemian’ side.

As with most tales of gentrification, the aggressive changes are pushing out the very people and establishments that have made Lavapiés so intriguing and unpretentiously cool. Some of them sting in the community’s collective memory: at the end of 2019, the beloved Senegalese restaurant Baobab, an icon in Plaza de Nelson Mandela, was shut down when the building was acquired by a hotel developer. For 14 years the silhouette of a baobab tree painted on the restaurant’s facade had symbolically shaded the customers dining in its bustling terraza. Its closure is allegoric of an uprooting of a community plagued by desahucios (evictions), which resumed after a temporary pause during the COVID-19 lockdown. Lavapiés’ apartment buildings continue to be bought up by companies, property developers and so-called fondos buitres (vulture funds) – investment firms buying assets at reduced market rates, seeking to turn a profit by upgrading the properties to command higher rent or convert them into tourist rental apartments.

AS WITH MOST TALES OF GENTRIFICATION, THE AGGRESSIVE CHANGES ARE PUSHING OUT THE VERY PEOPLE AND ESTABLISHMENTS THAT HAVE MADE LAVAPIÉS SO INTRIGUING AND UNPRETENTIOUSLY COOL.

One Given Sunday

Calle de Tribulete, close to Plaza de Lavapiés, sets the stage for the latest chapter of neighbourhood evictions. At the time of writing, a company specialised in acquiring, renovating and renting out properties in central Madrid and Barcelona had just secured an apartment building on this street. The purchase signals the impending eviction of its long-term tenants, including a comic-book store, a shoe shop, and more than 50 families – retired senior citizens, single mothers and immigrant families – many of whom had been residing there for nearly half a century.

The tenants remain defiant, fuelling a new wave of protests that have galvanised the community in a way that showcases the firebrand Lavapiés spirit. Musicians, artists, poets and comedians gather regularly at the building’s steps to voice their protests – in poetry and performance – alongside supportive neighbours.

One Sunday, the building’s residents brought their furniture and dining tables out to the street and went about their normal day, taking their indoor life outdoors to drive the message that soon they would be living on the streets. Close to that dramatic tableau, on the same street, a long queue of customers awaited their turn for Sunday brunch at a popular hipster cafe – a new addition to the barrio.

A few streets away, one ‘church’ is giving Sunday Mass. On the pulpit of the Iglesia Patólica (Duck-olic Church), professional clown and activist Leo Bassi, aka ‘Papa Patólico’ (Duck Pope), extols the virtues of the yellow rubber duck – small, harmless, innocent and powerless – much like many of the long-term residents, artists and immigrants of the gentrifying barrio.

Lavapiés is transforming, but a unifying spirit remains alive to fight against this inevitable change.
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LAVAPIÉS IS TRANSFORMING, BUT A UNIFYING SPIRIT REMAINS ALIVE TO FIGHT AGAINST THAT INEVITABLE CHANGE.
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RÍO MANZANARES:
MADRID’S CINDERELLA STORY

The Manzanares river has come a long way from being a subject of ridicule to a source of community pride. By Natalia Diaz
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PARIS HAS THE Seine, London has the Thames, and Madrid has…a font of jokes about its Río Manzanares.

Perhaps the river’s most famous mocker in history was Alexandre Dumas who, upon visiting Madrid in late 1846, chronicled in his travelogue that he didn’t write about the Manzanares because ‘no matter how hard I looked for it, I never saw it’. The renowned French author also joked that when he was thirsty, he had asked for a glass of water but only drank it halfway and threw the rest into the river because ‘it needed more’. Another famous ribbing came from a German ambassador who exclaimed that the Manzanares was Europe’s best river because it ‘had the advantage of being navigable by car and horse’.
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Regardless of the taunts, the Manzanares occupies an important place in Madrid’s history. Tracing its source to the Sierra de Guadarrama mountain range in the north of Madrid, the river was once called the Guadarrama before each of its four tributaries were given a name of their own. Traversing the Spanish capital from northwest to the southeast, it flows into the Río Jarama and eventually merges with the Tagus, flowing westward all the way to the Atlantic Ocean.

Despite being more of a trickle than a river, the Manzanares was graced with an impressive granite bridge – the Puente de Segovia. Soon after the Spanish royal court had been established in Madrid, King Felipe II commissioned Juan de Herrera, the acclaimed architect of El Escorial, with the design and construction of the bridge.

Throughout most of the 20th century, the Manzanares was so polluted that it engendered even more jokes – that pretty soon, two-headed fish would emerge from the waters. In the 1920s, the river was canalised, leading to the construction of a series of floodgates and dams. This process drastically altered the river’s natural contours and impacted its wildlife – the wooded areas along the riverbanks disappeared, depriving various wildlife of their natural habitat. Even the sandy islets vanished as they were taken over by plants that adapted to the changes in the flow levels.
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The degraded state of the Manzanares had prompted an ambitious restoration project which initially wasn’t widely received by the public. It involved rerouting Madrid’s main M-30 highway underground and restoring the river’s function as an ecological corridor. And so, over eight years beginning in 2004, massive tunnels were constructed to divert the six-lane highway that had previously choked the river for four decades.

Spearheaded by a group of ecologists and the Madrid City Council, the river’s phased rehabilitation project began in 2016, initially by opening the floodgates to restore the waterway’s natural dynamics. Between 2017 and 2019, regreening work was carried out. The ultimate goal was to connect the upstream and downstream sections of the city, and to enhance the riverside’s landscape as part of the urban environment.

Slowly, the once polluted Manzanares was brought back to life. Small islands began to reappear in the riverbank, attracting various bird species to nest here. Today, the river is a popular birdwatching site, being the natural habitat of numerous species including kingfishers, geese, mallards, egrets and herons. It’s now also home to turtles, foxes and otters – which haven’t been seen in these parts since the 1950s.
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For madrileños, the Manzanares became a new corridor for communing with nature. On any given day, you’ll find joggers, rollerbladers and cyclists along the stretch of the Madrid Río riverside park, now shaded by thousands of pine trees.

So successful has the Manzanares’ restoration been that the Parque Madrid Río has garnered multiple international prizes, including the Condé Nast Traveller Innovation and Design Awards (2009) and the International Architecture Award of the Chicago Athenaeum (2012). More importantly, at a time of a global ecological crisis, the river’s rehabilitation is a sustainability success story that shows how a convergence of political will and civil society can be a winning formula in re-establishing harmony between communities and the environment.
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ALEXANDRE DUMAS JOKED THAT WHEN HE WAS THIRSTY, HE HAD ASKED FOR A GLASS OF WATER BUT ONLY DRANK IT HALFWAY AND THREW THE REST INTO THE RIVER BECAUSE ‘IT NEEDED MORE’.
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“Walking around Huertas and Las Letras – or anywhere in central Madrid – early in the morning, while everyone’s still asleep, and enjoying the city in silence, is just beautiful.”
VESNA MARIC
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“Even better than whizzing past the Palacio Real, I love visiting bunnies out in Casa de Campo on my bike.”
FELICITY HUGHES
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Plan of attack

Begin on the Ist floor with 1 Las
meninas by Veldzquez. Although it
alone is worth the entry price, it’s a fine
introduction to the 17th-century Golden
Age of Spanish art; nearby are more of
Velazquez’ royal paintings and works by
Zurbardn and Murillo. While on the 1st
floor, seek out Goya’s 2 La maja vesti-
da and La maja desnuda, with more
of Goya’s early works in neighbouring
rooms. Downstairs at the southern end
of the Prado, Goya’s anger is evident in
the searing 3 El dos de mayo and E1
tres demayo, and the torment of Goya’s
later years finds expression in the adja-
cent rooms with the 4 Pinturas negras
(Black Paintings). Also on the lower floor,
Hieronymus Bosch’s weird and wonderful
5 The Garden of Earthly Delights is
one of the Prado’s signature masterpiec-
es. Returning to the Ist floor, El Greco’s
6 Adoration ofthe Shepherds is an ex-
traordinary work, as is Peter Paul Rubens’
7 Lastres gracias, which forms the cen-
trepiece of the Prado’s gathering of Flemish
masters. A detour to the 2nd floor takes in
some lesser-known Goyas, but finish in the
8 Edificio Jerénimos, with a visit to the
cloisters and the outstanding bookshop.

TOPTIPS

= Purchase your ticket online and
avoid the queues.

® Audio guides can be purchased with
your ticket for an extra €5.

® Guided tours in English (€10) run
twice daily.

= The €32 Paseo del Arte Pass also
gives you access to the Thyssen-Bor-
nemisza and Reina Sofia museums

- worth buying if you plan to visit all
three museums.

=» The best time to visit is as soon as
possible after opening time.

=» Pick up a free paper floor plan on
entry and tick off paintings as you go!
® The museum s free after 6pm but
queues are extremely long.

© SIOVHI ALLIO / ONOVHI

Goya
Entrance

Ticket Office

© Edificio
Jerénimos

Opened in 2007, this
state-of-the-art extension
has rotating exhibitions of
Prado masterpieces held in
storage for decades for lack
of wall space, and stunning
2nd-floor granite cloisters
that date backto 1672.

© Lasmeninas
(Velazquez)

This masterpiece
depicts Veldzquez and
the Infanta Margarita.
According to some
experts, the images

of the king and queen
appearinmirrors
behind Velazquez.

@ Lastres gracias © Lamajavestida
(Rubens) &Lamajadesnuda
Alate Rubens masterpiece, (Goya)

The Three Gracesis a classical ~ These enigmatic works
and masterly expression of scandalised early

Rubens’ preoccupation with 19th-century Madrid soci-
sensuality, here portraying ety, fuelling the rumour mill
Aglaia, Euphrosyne and Thalia,  as to the woman's identity
the daughters of Zeus. and drawing the ire of the
Spanish Inquisition.
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Edificio
Villanueva

Shepherds (El Greco)
There's an ecstatic quality to
this intense painting. EL Greco's
distorted rendering of bodily
forms came to characterise
much of his later work.
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© Eldos de mayo &

Eltres de mayo (Goya)

Few paintings evoke a city’s sense of self
quite like Goya's portrayal of Madrid's valiant
but ultimately unsuccessful uprising against
French rule in1808.

O Pinturas

negras (Goya)
"g“'“t“ﬁ:"‘ The Pinturas
ounter 0
Jeronimos Entrance Aydio Guides Gi ) negras are Goya's
Main Entrance) ucio Guides Gift Shop ¢ feteria darkest works.
Saturno devorando

asuhijo evokesa
, q writhing mass of
\ tortured humanity,
\/— while La romerfa
Murillo  de San lsidro
Entrance and Elaquelarre
are profoundly
unsettling.

—

[
© The Garden of Earthly
Delights (Bosch)
Afantastical painting in triptych form, this over-
whelming work depicts the Garden of Eden and
what the Prado describes as ‘the lugubrious
precincts of Hell'in exquisitely bizarre detail.

'® SIOVHI ALLID / Z3NONIWOA Z3NOZY18 OT8Yd.
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