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HOW TO USE THIS E-BOOK




Getting Around this e-Book

This Rough Guide Mini e-book is designed to inspire you and help you plan for your visit to Athens, and is also the perfect on-the-ground companion for your trip.

The guide begins with our selection of Highlights, plus a Perfect Itinerary feature to help you plan an unforgettable trip. The Introduction and History and Culture chapters give the lowdown on Athens, past and present, while the Out and About chapter is a comprehensive guide to all the best sights. You will find ideas for getting active in Things to Do, while the Food and Drink chapter introduces you to the local cuisine and gives listings of our favourite restaurants by area. Travel Essentials offers just that; practical information to help you plan your trip. Finally, Where to Stay provides a special selection of hotels for every budget.

In the Table of Contents and throughout this e-book you will see hyperlinked references. Just tap a hyperlink once to skip to the section you would like to read. Practical information and listings are also hyperlinked, so as long as you have an external connection to the internet, you can tap a link to go directly to the website for more information.

Maps

All key attractions and sights in Athens are numbered and cross-referenced to high-quality maps. Wherever you see the reference [map], tap once to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

Images

You’ll find lots of beautiful high-resolution images that capture the essence of Athens. Simply double-tap an image to see it in full-screen.

About Rough Guides:

Published in 1982, the first Rough Guide – to Greece – was created by Mark Ellingham and a small group of friends who couldn’t find a guidebook to meet their needs. Combining a contemporary, journalistic style with a thoroughly practical approach to travellers’ needs, the immediate success of the book spawned a series that rapidly covered dozens of destinations. These days, Rough Guides include recommendations from budget to luxury and cover more than 120 destinations worldwide, all regularly updated by our team of ever curious, roaming writers. These Rough Guide Minis may be small, but they are packed with information and inspiration and offer amazing value for money.
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10 THINGS NOT TO MISS
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1. Acropolis Museum

A splendid repository for the antiquities of the Acropolis, with space for the Elgin Marbles. For more information, click here.
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2. Benaki Museum Pireós Annexe

Multiple changing exhibits, always top-notch. For more information, click here.
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3. The Goulandris Museum of Contemporary Art

State-of-the-art gallery featuring most major figures in painting and sculpture since the 1890s through to the present day. A must-see cultural delight for all ages. For more information, click here.
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4. The National Archaeological Museum

Admire Kouros statues at the National Archaeological Museum. For more information, click here.
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5. The Acropolis

Topped by one of the world’s greatest cultural monuments, the Parthenon, this is the rock around which ancient Athens was founded. For more information, click here.
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6. Pláka

A maze of narrow streets lined with restaurants, museums and Neoclassical mansions. For more information, click here.
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7. The Athens And Epidauros Festival

Especially on a moonlit night, a performance at Herodes Atticus or Epidaurus is magical. For more information, click here.
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8. Delphi

Make an excursion to the ancient home of the Delphic oracle. For more information, click here.
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9. NÁVPLIO

This old port town makes an ideal base for exploring the Argolid. For more information, click here.
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10. The Byzantine and Christian Museum

Cutting-edge museology showcases unexpected artefacts. For more information, click here.


A PERFECT TOUR OF ATHENS

Day 1

Acropolis and around. Get to the Acropolis before the crowds, walking up from Acropolis metro station along pedestrianised Dionysíou Areopagítou and perhaps taking in the Theatre of Dionysos en route. Descend via Pláka, stopping at a low-key local museum such as the Kanellopoulos. Have lunch around Monastiráki, perhaps at Kapnikarea (with live music). Time it so that you arrive at the New Acropolis Museum late in the afternoon, with the Parthenon catching the setting sun while you admire the pediments on the top floor. Treat yourself to an upmarket supper at Mani-Mani in Makrygiánni.

Day 2

Kolonáki and Pangráti museums. From Evangelismós metro station, the Benaki Museum and the Byzantine and Christian Museum are just a short walk away, both enhanced by temporary exhibitions. After lunch on or near Platía Proskópon, across busy Vassiléos Konstandíon in the up-and-coming Pangráti neighbourhood, take in the magnificent collection at the Goulandris Museum of Contemporary Art, with Pangráti again a likely destination for dinner afterwards.

Day 3

Psyrrí and Thisío. From Thisío metró station, stroll to the Kerameikos ancient site, and then marvel at the exhibits in the Benaki Museum of Islamic Art in adjacent Psyrrí before lunch at Nikitas. For some contemporary art or photography, head along to a choice of temporary exhibitions at the Benaki Pireós 138 Annexe (both closed Mon–Wed, Pireós 138 all Aug). On Fri/Sat there’s late opening at Pireós 138 so you can linger. Afterwards, a pleasant walk takes you to Petrálona, the Pláka or Makrygiánni for dinner.

Day 4

Retail therapy. On Sunday you’ll find the Monastiráki flea market in full swing. Weekdays, continue north through the central bazaar to the picturesque Varvákios food hall; lunch is nearby at Thanasis, Ta Karamanlidika tou Fani or Klimataria. Walk south to the Hephaisteion temple, the Stoa of Attalos and the ancient Agora, and then take in the Jewish Museum in Pláka plus the nearby Temple of Olympian Zeus. After dinner, between May and September, enjoy a film at an outdoor cinema in Petrálona, Pláka or Thisío districts.

Day 5

Delphi. Pick up a hire car and head west to ancient Delphi; you’ll need to stay overnight in Aráhova, modern Delfí village or Galaxídi on the Corinth Gulf for a relaxed visit to both the sprawling site and the museum.

Day 6

Peloponnese. The following day, use the spectacular Río-Andírrio bridge, or the much cheaper ferry, to cross to the Corinth Gulf’s south coast. Take in ancient Corinth and Mycenae en route to Návplio, where you can stay overnight.

Day 7

National Museum and Soúnio. Visit the National Archaeological Museum in Athens and catch the sunset at Soúnio’s Poseidon Temple after a trip to ancient Epidauros.

Day 8

Argo-Saronic Gulf. Explore the Argo-Saronic islands: choose Égina for Aphaia Temple and Paleohóra, or Ýdra for its car-free harbour and coastal hike.


Overview

Mention the name Athens, and almost everyone will have some preconceived ideas about the city. Socrates painted a verbal picture in the 4th century BC; Pausanias followed suit in the Roman era. 19th-century travellers gave it an air of romance. During the 1960s, the Greek film industry added its own spin with such movies as Never on Sunday and The Red Lanterns, and schoolchildren still learn about the twelve great gods of ancient Greece.


A demographic shift

Athens is by far the biggest city in Greece, although it is currently experiencing population decline. The central boroughs and surrounding suburbs are now home to 3.17 million people.



This fair-sized (at least one hundred and fifty thousand) ancient city set on and around a dramatic hill of rock – the Acropolis – became the cradle of Western civilisation. During its 5th- and 4th-century BC heyday, Athenians were highly sophisticated in their thoughts and actions, their tastes and fashions. They left an enduring legacy of concepts and ideas for humankind, but also a remarkable number of buildings and artefacts that tell us about their lives. The remains of the buildings atop and around the Acropolis are instantly recognisable, and hundreds of statues, along with household pottery, jewellery and tools exert a fascination on anyone who enjoys exploring the past.

The modern capital

The city of Athens is more than a sum of these ancient parts. After Constantinople became the capital of the eastern Roman Empire in 330 AD, Athens gradually shrank to little more than a village, only to rise phoenix-like from the ashes after 1834, the year it was designated capital of the modern Greek state. Neoclassical design was fashionable across Europe during the mid-19th century, and the impressive buildings then constructed in Athens could be seen beside their prototypes. The elegant simplicity of the Parliament (originally the royal palace), the graceful facade of the University, and decoration on the Academy all hark back to ancient examples. In 1923, following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and Greece’s ultimately repelled invasion of Anatolia, Greece and republican Turkey agreed on a population exchange based on religious grounds which brought to Greece more than one million Orthodox Christians, resident in Asia Minor since antiquity. Athens strained to accommodate many of them in the first hastily erected suburbs around the central area. The result is that much of Athens is overbuilt, with congested, narrow streets and a shortage of green space and parking. The post-World War II policy of andiparohí also radically changed the look of the city, giving rise to urban planning challenges that still exist today (for more information, click here).
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Bustling Monastiráki Square with the Acropolis and the Tzisdarákis mosque in the background

Orientation

Since the millennium, the heart of Athens, the central, 19th-century triangular grid defined by Sýndagma (Sýntagma) and Omónia squares and the Kerameikos archaeological site, has been rejuvenated with pedestrianised streets, carefully renovated Neoclassical buildings and attractive lighting. Just beyond, the districts of Monastiráki and Pláka immediately south, and the Acropolis above these, contain many of the most interesting places to see.

A still-expanding metró system provides efficient service along three main lines and out to the easterly airport, which can also be reached by a suburban rail line from the city’s main train station, Stathmós Laríssis. Trams run south from Néos Kósmos to the seaside suburbs of Glyfáda and Néo Fáliro. The Attikí Odós toll ring-road through northern Athens, with its spur around Mt Ymittós, allows you to drive easily between different parts of Athens, and to bypass the centre if travelling between the airport and the Peloponnese or Delphi. If you are heading for the islands, ferries, hydrofoils and catamarans fan out from the ports of Piraeus, Lávrio and Rafína.

Athenian way of life

Athens is a city to be enjoyed outdoors. Every district has its own small, leafy squares with cafés and tavernas where people gather for a drink or meal. Although there are now numerous foreign and nouvelle-Greek-cuisine restaurants, traditional, good-value tavernas are still popular, especially in these straitened times.

Tradition still plays an important part in daily life. The family forms the backbone of Greek society and filial ties are strong. Although crêches are increasingly used by working parents, children still play safely in the streets with giagiá (grandma) keeping a watchful eye; new babies are proudly shown to the world during the evening vólta (stroll).

The Orthodox Church – long the symbolic unifier of the Greek diaspora, and constitutionally an established religion – has seen its influence wane considerably in recent decades. Religious observance remains strongest among older women, who still stop in the nearest church to reverence an icon or light a candle for the living or the dead.

Critical times

Since joining the European Community in 1981, Greece has received huge sums in aid for upgrading infrastructure (especially transport and telecoms) throughout the country, which came in handy when Athens staged the Olympic Games for the second time in 2004. However, it is now evident that Greece’s accession to the euro in 2002 was helped along using doctored accounts, with an ensuing economic disaster. Greece has hovered on the brink of default in paying off a truly colossal debt to foreign banks since early 2010. In a 2015 referendum, the majority of Greeks voted not to accept a bailout tied to strict austerity measures, resulting in growing fears of a Greek exit from the eurozone (dubbed ‘Grexit’). In 2016, a new compromise was reached: lenders agreed to restructure Greece’s debts on the condition that Greece remained committed to a series of economic reforms. In late 2018 it was announced that Greece had finally exited ‘special’ supervisory measures.

[image: Image]

Shutterstock

Changing of the Guard


History and Culture

In ancient Greek mythology, Athens was named following a contest between Athena, Goddess of wisdom, and Poseidon, God of the sea. Both coveted the city, so it was agreed that whoever produced the more useful gift for mortals would win. Legendary half-human, half-serpent king of Athens, Kekrops, acted as arbiter.

First Poseidon struck the rock of the Acropolis with his mighty trident and brought saltwater gushing forth. Then it was Athena’s turn. She conjured an olive tree, which proved more useful and valuable. Thus, she became the city’s special protector.

Ancient city-state

The real story of the city-state of Athens is just as fascinating. The earliest Athenian settlement, dating from around 3000 BC, was built atop the Acropolis. During the late Bronze Age, also known as the Mycenaean era after King Agamemnon’s famous Argolid city, a large palace was erected there too. For several centuries, the Mycenaeans dominated the eastern Mediterranean and Aegean. A long series of conflicts, however, including the legendary siege of Troy, weakened their militaristic civilisation.

The city-state of Athens came to occupy the entire Attic peninsula 50km (31 miles) south to Cape Sounion, northeast to the Rhamnous fortress and temple, and west to Megara, a total of 3,885 sq km (1,500 sq miles). This extensive territory included some highly advantageous natural resources. The broad Mesogeia plain was in antiquity and remains today a productive farming area, able to support the growing population. The Laurio (today Lávrio) mines near Sounion yielded silver; the mountains of Ymittós and Pendéli provided marble for building; and both Pireás and Pórto Ráfti were large natural harbours – factors critical to Athenian strength.

Towards democracy

Perhaps because of water shortages, Athens developed later than other city-states, but by the late 7th century BC was a major power. The first steps towards democracy were taken early in the 6th century BC under Solon, an Athenian merchant and poet appointed to reform the constitution. He cancelled all debts for which land or liberty could be forfeited and established a new council (boule) of four hundred members to formulate proposals discussed in the full assembly of adult male citizens.

The Peisistratid tyrants held power between 561 and 510 BC, and under their rule, commerce and the arts flourished. Attiki’s (Attica’s) wine and olive oil were shipped to Italy, Egypt and Asia Minor in beautiful black-figure pots; the first tragedies ever written were performed at the annual festival of the wine god, Dionysos; and standardised versions of Homer’s works were set down.
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Mosaic of Dionysos from a Roman villa, Corinth (2nd century CE)

Further constitutional and electoral reforms were made in 508 BC under Kleisthenes who created ten artificial tribes, each based on domicile rather than blood-ties and consisting of the same number of people from central city, coast and inland. These provided military support, elected officials, and sent representatives to a new council of five hundred members, which replaced Solon’s four hundred-member council. However, all this co-existed with extensive recourse to slavery; captives brought from Thrace and Asia Minor worked the Laurio silver mines in particular.


The ancient Greek pantheon

Following a May 2006 Athens court ruling, it is no longer illegal to worship the ancient Greek gods. Here’s a summary of the main deities.

Zeus rules gods and mortals and controls the weather; his symbols are the eagle, thunder and the oak tree. Hera is Zeus’ main, oft-betrayed wife, Patroness of Marriage and Motherhood. Athena, daughter of Zeus, is Goddess of Wisdom and Crafts, Guardian of War Heroes, and inventor of the loom and potter’s wheel. Apollo, son of Zeus by the titaness Leto, was the Deity of Music, Healing, Prophecy and the Sun. His twin sister Artemis was Goddess of Hunting and the Moon, also Guardian of Animals and Young Virgins. Hermes, another son of Zeus, was the Gods’ messenger, Escorter of Dead Souls and God of Commerce, Orators and Writers, as well as Protector of Flocks, Thieves and Travellers. Ares, God of War, another son of Zeus, was unpopular on Olympos and feared by mortals. Lame Hephaistos, God of Fire and Metallurgy, yet another sibling, was the divine blacksmith. He was married to Aphrodite, Goddess of Love, Beauty and Gardens. Poseidon, Zeus’s brother, presided over seas, rivers and all creatures therein. Hades, another brother, ruled the kingdom of the dead – but also controlled all subterranean mineral wealth. Demeter, sister of Zeus, was Goddess of Agriculture and Protectress of Crops.
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Vase from 550–530 BC showing the owl – her symbol – on a shield held by the goddess Athena

The Persian wars

During the 5th century BC, the Athenians twice stopped the great Persian Empire from invading from the east: in late summer of 490 BC, their army defeated a Persian force sent by Darius I on the plain of Marathon, just 43km (26 miles) northeast of Athens. According to legend, the soldier Pheidippides, who ran from Marathon to Athens, died of exhaustion and heat-stroke immediately after reporting the victory. His feat is commemorated in the 26-mile (43km) Olympic marathon.

Ten years later Darius I’s son, Xerxes I, occupied Athens and burned the Acropolis, only to see his own fleet destroyed off the island of Salamis, opposite Piraeus, by the Athenian navy.

Peloponnesian War, Macedonian rule

Following the Persian Wars, Athens and Sparta were the two most powerful Greek city-states.
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