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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

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

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

Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book is selective, covering Italy’s three great cities: Rome, Florence, and Venice. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into these cities’ vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

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

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

Buon viaggio! Happy travels!
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ROME, FLORENCE & VENICE

Top Destinations

Map: Top Destinations

ITALY’S TOP THREE CITIES

Planning Your Trip

DESIGNING AN ITINERARY

Map: Best One-Week Trip to Rome, Florence, and Venice

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

This trio of grand cities, each with its own unique culture and character, represents Italy’s best and most popular destinations: Rome, the Eternal City, with its ancient sites, expansive scale, and Baroque grandeur. Florence, birthplace of the Renaissance and home to some of its finest art. And Venice, a blend of islands, canals, bridges, and palazzos, all embodying “elegant decay.” If I had only a week or so to see the very best of Italy, it would be these three cities.

Rome is big, brutal, and beautiful—layered with a staggeringly rich history. Rome’s story is the story of much of Europe, and remnants of its imperial glory—the Colosseum, the Forum, the Pantheon—are among our world’s most iconic sights. This city is also the center of the global Roman Catholic faith. Its glittering churches—especially St. Peter’s Basilica, the most stunning house of worship anywhere—wow pilgrims and agnostics alike.

To top it off, Rome is a city of lavish Baroque: swirling interiors, stage-set squares with dramatic fountains, and a deep appreciation for beauty and emotion conveyed in stone. And yet, even with all that epic history, Rome remains a thriving place to live, eat, work, and enjoy...the heartbeat of contemporary Italy.

Florence is one of Europe’s cultural capitals. As the cradle of the Renaissance, Florence helped lead Europe out of the Middle Ages and, you could say, into our modern world. The proud and energetic Florentines of the 1400s championed democracy, science, and literature as well as the arts: Today’s visitors stand in awe in the presence of Michelangelo’s David, Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, and Brunelleschi’s heavenly Duomo dome.

Florence also is home to historic churches (like Santa Croce), masterpiece chapels (Michelangelo’s Medici and Masaccio’s Brancacci), palaces large and small (Pitti and Vecchio), and a range of high-quality museums.

And then there’s Venice. Built on a hundred islands with wealth from trade with the East, Venice’s exotic-looking palaces are laced together by sun-speckled canals.

Engineers love Venice—a completely man-made environment rising from the sea. Romantics see its peeling plaster and seaweed-covered stairs as a metaphor for beauty in decline. And first-time visitors are often stirred deeply, awaking from their ordinary lives to a fantasy world unlike anything else.

Frankly, Venice can also be an overcrowded, prepackaged tourist trap. But the longer you’re here, the more you explore its back streets (and the better your guidebook), the clearer it becomes that this is a real, living town, with its own character and challenges.

All three cities, crowded by day, feel entirely different after dark—when the museums are closed, the day-trippers have retreated, and the tour groups are back in their hotels, the streets are reclaimed by locals. Be sure to get out and explore in the evenings (join the local passeggiata, described on here).
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Michelangelo’s David exudes Renaissance confidence in Florence; Venice’s Grand Canal




The Passeggiata

In Rome, Florence, and Venice, early evening is the time to stroll—it’s the ritual passeggiata. There’s no better way to feel the pulse of each community. It seems like everyone is out—tourists, families, fashionistas, and flirts on the prowl—making the scene.

The passeggiata is not just an evening constitutional, it’s a cornerstone of Italian culture. As the blazing sun sets and the city cools down, the streets and squares are where friends, family, and rivals brush elbows, compare notes, and nurture relationships.

In a more genteel small town, the passeggiata comes with sweet whispers of bella and bello (“pretty” and “handsome”) as boys and girls eye each other. But in big-city Rome, where the ritual is called the struscio (meaning to rub), the admiration is a little cruder and oriented toward consumption—they say buona and buono, roughly meaning “tasty.”

Every Italian community has a place where people stroll. It’s easy to find: Just ask at your hotel…or head out in the early evening and follow the crowds. In large cities, there may be several passeggiata zones, each with its own character. For example, in Rome, if you want to be elegant, join the passeggiata in the area around the Spanish Steps, where chic people window-shop in front of upscale boutiques. For a more come-as-you-are vibe, head to Piazza del Popolo and Via del Corso. Working-class youth from the suburbs converge in these spots, like American kids once gathered at the mall.
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Strolling at dusk in Rome’s Piazza Navona; evening scene in Florence; a people-watching perch near Venice’s Rialto Bridge



You can be a spectator, sipping a drink at a sidewalk table, but it’s more fun to stroll along with everyone else. It’s the perfect way to start a night in any Italian city.
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Trastevere neighborhood in Rome; exploring Rome’s Monti district; Florence’s shop-lined Ponte Vecchio; gondola ride in Venice



In Rome’s atmospheric lanes, go for a dolce vita saunter between lavish fountain-adorned squares. In Florence, stroll the back streets to find that perfect wine bar or restaurant and sample some hearty Tuscan specialties. In Venice, enjoy a romantic canalside dinner, watch boats artfully navigate traffic in the Grand Canal, or glide on a gondola through your own private, watery world of piazzas and palazzos.

Wherever you go, Italy’s top sights are its people. Romans, Florentines, and Venetians are outgoing and social. They have an endearing habit of speaking Italian to foreigners, even if they know you don’t speak their language—and it somehow works. If a local starts chattering at you in Italian, don’t resist. Go with it. You might understand more than you’d expect.

Italian cuisine is the world’s most international food. Pizza, pasta, and Parmigiano-Reggiano can be found around the globe. Yet nowhere does Italian cooking equal what you’ll find in its native country.

If America’s specialty is fast food, Italy’s is slow food—bought daily, prepared with love, and enjoyed convivially. Three-hour restaurant meals are common; dinner is the evening’s entertainment. To “eat and run” is seen as a lost opportunity.

Wine complements the meal; Italy is the world’s number-one wine producer (just ahead of France). For just a quick sandwich or a coffee, Italians stop by a bar. The bars aren’t taverns, but cafés…good for a light meal anytime, with all ages welcome.
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The Catholic faith looms large in Italian life, even if many people don’t attend church regularly, and often hold modern opinions on social issues. But, in a sense, Italy’s true religion is embracing life: motor scooters, fashion, people-watching, good coffee, good wine, and il dolce far niente (the sweetness of doing nothing).


[image: Image]

Florence’s bistecca alla fiorentina (grilled steak); Venice’s Carnevale is celebrated with masks, costumes, and revelry.



Italians are stylish. They strive to project a positive image in manner and dress—a concept they call la bella figura. They’d rather miss their bus than get sweaty and mussed-up rushing to catch it.

Traditions remain important. On festival days, locals still dress up in medieval or fanciful garb to celebrate Carnevale (Venice) or play soccer (Florence). Traditional ways are carried on by choice. Italians are wary of the dangers of a fast-paced global lifestyle. Their history is long, and they’re secure in their place in the world.

Zero in on Italy’s fine points, and don’t dwell on the hiccups (just call them “cultural experiences”). Savor your cappuccino, dangle your feet over a Venetian canal, and imagine the floating city at its zenith centuries ago. Ramble through the rabble and rubble of Rome and mentally resurrect those ancient stones. Write a poem over a glass of local Brunello on a sun-splashed Florentine piazza. Italy is for romantics.

Top Destinations

Italy’s top three destinations are Rome, Florence, and Venice. These cities are entirely different, yet complementary to each other—they combine perfectly into one unforgettable trip. This book guides you to the best of each city: fine food, rich history, and sensuous art, as well as the modern scene that makes this destination trio the face of Italy today.
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ITALY’S TOP THREE CITIES

Rome (allow 3 days)

Rome is Italy’s capital, the sprawling Eternal City, studded with impressive ruins: the Forum, Colosseum, and Pantheon. It’s home to St. Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican Museums (with Michelangelo’s astonishing Sistine Chapel).

Rome’s sumptuous churches, ancient landmarks, and top-notch museums can fill as much time as you’re willing to give them. After dark, you won’t be the only romantic tossing a coin into the Trevi Fountain with a wish to return.

Florence (2 days)

If you love art, you’ll enjoy Florence. This walkable, surprisingly compact city is where the Renaissance was born. You’ll marvel at the Uffizi Gallery’s priceless paintings (including Botticelli’s ethereal Birth of Venus), Brunelleschi’s dome-topped cathedral, and Michelangelo’s David.

Florence also features several fine churches and chapels, stately palaces, a bustling market hall, and the atmospheric Oltrarno district across the Arno River.

Venice (2 days)

Venice is Italy’s dreamy island city, powerful in medieval times and famous today for St. Mark’s Basilica, the Grand Canal, and singing gondoliers.

Wander the tangle of back lanes, musty with history, pausing on lonely bridges to watch gondolas glide by. Go bar-hopping and delight in cicchetti snacks; ride on churning vaporetti (water buses); and drop into a neighborhood church or faded palazzo. Loitering on St. Mark’s Square at night while the orchestras play is one of Italy’s grand experiences.
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Roman Forum; Botticelli’s Birth of Venus in Florence’s Uffizi Gallery; Venice panorama; gondoliers on the Grand Canal
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Planning Your Trip

To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing when to go, which sights to visit, and how much time to spend in each city. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.

DESIGNING AN ITINERARY

As you read this book and learn your options…

Choose your top destinations.

My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on here) is a starting point for visiting Rome, Florence, and Venice in about a week. But you can spend more (or less) time in each city, depending on your interests and time frame. If you like Renaissance art, linger longer in Florence. Historians zero in on Rome’s ancient sites. Venice enchants romantics. Photographers want to go everywhere.

Decide when to go.

Italy’s best travel months are May, June, September, and October. They’re also the busiest and most expensive times to visit. Crowds aside, these months combine the convenience of peak season with pleasant weather.

The heat in July and August can be grueling, particularly the farther south you go (Rome is often 5 to 10 degrees hotter than Venice). Fortunately, most accommodations come with air-conditioning. August is also when many Italians take their summer vacations, which can make big cities (especially Rome) a little quieter but less local-feeling.

Winter offers cooler temperatures and fewer tourists, except on major holidays. Expect shorter hours for sights and fewer activities.

Connect the dots.

Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. When connecting Rome, Florence, and Venice, don’t assume you have to return to your starting point to get home; instead, consider a multicity flight plan (for example, fly into Rome, then home from Venice). Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Google Flights.

Rome, Florence, and Venice are easily connected by train, in either direction. The fastest—and priciest—trains connect Rome to Florence in 1.5 hours, and Florence to Venice in under 2.5 hours. You can check schedules at Trenitalia.it. If focusing on just these three cities, a car is an expensive headache.

If connecting to other parts of Europe, airports are handy to each city with direct and regular connections to international destinations. Budget flights can be money-saving alternatives to long train rides (check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights, but also keep in mind air travel’s larger carbon footprint).
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Budget flights link Italy’s cities to other European destinations; a Venice hotel with character and charm
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Write out a day-by-day itinerary.

Figure out how much time you want in each city. While two to three days is a good starting point for each one, your final plan depends on your interests. If you’re in a hurry, Florence is compact enough that you can conceivably see its highlights in one (rushed) day. Rome is big enough to reward those who linger. Venice is magical, but can be unpleasantly crowded and expensive enough that for some visitors, a short visit is preferred.

Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a part of town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Italy’s tourist website, www.italia.it). Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available (for a complete list, see the sidebar on here).

Give yourself some slack. Every traveler needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Best One-Week Trip to Rome, Florence, and Venice









	Day
	Plan
	Sleep





	1
	Arrive in Rome
	Rome



	2
	Rome
	Rome



	3
	Rome
	Rome



	4
	Train to Florence (1.5 hours), begin sightseeing
	Florence



	5
	Florence
	Florence



	6
	Train to Venice (2.5 hours), begin sightseeing
	Venice



	7
	Venice
	Venice



	8
	Link to your next European destination, or fly home
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Notes: If you have more time, all three of these cities have plenty of wonderful ways to spend it. On travel days, if you take a morning train, you’ll arrive by lunchtime and have time that afternoon to get a head start on sightseeing. For trains, book ahead for the best choice of departures (and lowest prices).
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Piazza Navona in Rome; gelato in Florence; view from Rome’s Victor Emmanuel Monument; a market in Venice




Trip Costs Per Person

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

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

Public Transportation: To connect Rome, Florence, and Venice by high-speed train (second class), allow about $25-50 per leg, plus about $40 in each city for local transit and occasional taxi. A total of about $125 should cover a one-week trip.
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Budget Tips

City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day use) can save you time and money. Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums—which can often save money and let you skip the ticket-buying lines.

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

It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Italy. You can get tasty, affordable meals at delis, bars, takeout pizza shops, street food joints, and Italian restaurants. Cultivate the art of picnicking (but not at major sights).

Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.



[image: Image]

BEFORE YOU GO

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

Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias), and if traveling through the United Kingdom, the Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-an-electronic-travel-authorisation-eta).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. Consider buying essential train tickets online in advance. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more, and popular departures might sell out.)

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

Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. Make reservations or buy tickets in advance for major sights. In Rome, reservations are essential for the Colosseum, Roman Forum, Vatican Museums (Sistine Chapel), and Borghese Gallery (Bernini sculptures).

In Florence, reserve ahead for the Uffizi Gallery (Renaissance paintings), Accademia (Michelangelo’s David), and to climb the cathedral dome (Brunelleschi’s masterpiece). In Venice, it’s smart to book ahead for St. Mark’s Basilica and the Campanile bell tower.

It’s also smart to book ahead for experiences such as a food tour or hiring a local guide.

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

Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. Know your credit card’s PIN (request it if you don’t have one). Alert your bank that you’ll be using your cards in Europe. Don’t bring euros from home; you can withdraw euros from bank ATMs in Italy.

Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download Rick Steves Audio Europe (with 26 free audio tours covering these three cities and day trips—see the next page) and any other apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps or translators.

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.
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Traveling through Italy by train; packing light gives you more flexibility




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips

Enhance your trip by using my free audio tours. I’ve recorded over two dozen self-guided tours and walks through the most important sights and neighborhoods in Rome, Florence, and Venice, along with worthwhile day trips. Each audio tour comes with a full-color map; many provide more in-depth coverage than would fit in this book (look for the [image: Image]).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download the audio tours and listen to them offline. You’ll also find hours of interviews from my public radio show, as I talk with Italian tour guides, authors, and lovers of all things Italy. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.

[image: Image] Rome Audio Tours

Colosseum Tour

Heart of Rome Walk

Jewish Ghetto Walk

Pantheon Tour

Roman Forum Tour

Sistine Chapel Tour

Vatican Pinacoteca Tour

St. Peter’s Basilica Tour

Trastevere Walk

Vatican Museums Tour

[image: Image] Florence Audio Tours

Accademia & Michelangelo’s David Tour

Bargello Museum Tour

Renaissance Walk

San Marco Museum Tour

Uffizi Gallery Tour

[image: Image] Venice Audio Tours

Frari Church Tour

The Grand Canal Cruise

St. Mark’s Basilica Tour

St. Mark’s Square Tour

[image: Image] Day Trip Audio Tours

Ostia Antica Tour

Naples City Walk

Naples’ Archaeological Museum Tour

Pompeii Tour

Siena City Walk

Assisi Town Walk

Assisi’s Basilica of St. Francis Tour
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If you’re looking for video, Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series (and over 100 on Rome, Florence, and Venice). Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Italy. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Travel Smart

Many people think Italy is a chaotic mess and any attempt at efficient travel is futile. This is dead wrong—and costly, in terms of time and money. Italy, which seems as orderly as spilled spaghetti, actually functions quite well. If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.

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

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.

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

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

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

Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi or Uber can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or sightseeing early or late. Buy combo-tickets at less-visited sights to get quickly into popular sights.

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

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

Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Italian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best piazza, bell tower, or gelato. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

Italy...here you come!
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Rome: St. Peter’s Basilica
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