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S

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

peaking the language is half of belonging. The other half is reading the

rhythm. This guide covers the everyday customs that shape Spanish daily

life, from when to eat to how to order at the bar, from two cheek kisses to

regional identity, from late dinners to the August vacation tradition.

Spain is not monolithic. Castile is central and landlocked; Andalusia is coastal

and warm; Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Galicia each have their own

language alongside Spanish and a strong sense of local identity. Madrid is fast,

Barcelona is cosmopolitan, Seville is formal in its own way, Bilbao is industrious

and quietly proud. Where a regional difference matters for a visitor, the notes

flag it.

This guide pairs with the phrasebook. Knowing the phrase is useless if you miss

the moment. Knowing the moment is awkward without the phrase. Use them

together.

Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Meal rhythms: late lunch, later dinner,
sobremesa.

Spain eats on a schedule that can stun first-time visitors. Breakfast is small and

often late (a coffee and a pastry around 10 or 11). Lunch is the big meal of the day,

served between 2 and 4 pm. Dinner is light and pushed back to 9, 10, or even 11 at

night. If you try to eat dinner at 7 pm in Madrid, most kitchens will not be open

yet.

The long lunch is a real social institution. The sobremesa, literally "over the table,"

is the hour or two of conversation after the food is finished, with coffee or a

digestif. Rushing out of a Spanish lunch is read as rude or at least unfriendly.
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Breakfast (desayuno): 8 to 11 am. Coffee, tostada with olive oil or tomato, maybe a

pastry. Small and quick.

•

Almuerzo or segundo desayuno: around 11 am. A mid-morning snack, often a

bocadillo or pincho with a coffee.

•

Lunch (comida): 2 to 4 pm. The big meal. Three courses is normal on a menú del

día.

•

Merienda: 5 to 6 pm. An afternoon snack, especially for children and older people.

Churros and chocolate, a sandwich, or pastries.

•

Tapas hour: 7 to 9 pm. Bars fill with people having a drink and small plates before

dinner.

•

Dinner (cena): 9 to 11 pm. Lighter than lunch. Many kitchens do not open before 8

or 8:30.

•

Sobremesa: the unhurried conversation after a meal. Can run an hour. Do not try

to shorten it when you are the guest.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are hungry at 6 pm and everything looks closed, head to any bar

and order a drink with a tapa. The bar kitchen is the bridge between

lunch and dinner. Some early-opening restaurants cater heavily to

tourists, but an early opening time alone is not a reliable sign of quality.

Check for locals eating there and for a visible menú del día.
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C H A P T E R  I I

Bar culture: stand up, order fast, move
on.

The Spanish bar is not a drinking establishment in the Anglo sense. It is the

social hub of the neighborhood: a place for breakfast, a midmorning coffee, tapas

before lunch, a caña after work, dinner with friends. Locals rotate through

multiple bars in a single evening, a practice called tapeo or ir de tapas.

Most Spanish bars have two price registers: cheaper at the bar (de pie), slightly

more expensive at a table (en mesa), and more expensive still on the terrace.

Standing at the bar is the efficient, local choice for a quick caña or coffee. Sitting at

a table is for a longer stay.
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Order at the counter, even if you plan to sit at a table later. Tell the bartender

"estamos en esa mesa" (we're at that table) so they know where to bring it.

•

Cash is still king at small bars for orders under 10 euros. Many do not accept card

below a minimum.

•

In very traditional bars, especially in Andalusia, discarded napkins and toothpicks

on the floor are a sign of a popular spot. Modern bars have phased this out.

•

The tapa may come free with a drink. Granada, León, Salamanca, and parts of

Andalusia are famous for this. Madrid mostly charges separately. Barcelona and

the Basque Country often charge per pincho.

•

In the Basque Country (Bilbao, San Sebastián), the tapa is called a pincho (or

pintxo in Basque). These are elaborate single-bite creations on bread, often laid

out on the bar. Grab a plate, take what you want, and pay on the honor system at

the end.

•

Saying pintxo in Madrid or tapa in Bilbao is understood but marks you as an

outsider.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Tapeo works best in groups of 3 to 6. Each bar gets one drink and one or

two tapas, then you move to the next. A full evening of tapeo can hit five

bars in three hours, and the running cost per person is often less than a

single sit-down dinner.
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C H A P T E R  I I I

Greetings: two cheek kisses, starting
on the right.

The standard Spanish greeting between two people who know each other (or

are being introduced in a social setting) is two cheek kisses, starting with your

right cheek touching theirs. The actual lips-on-cheek contact is light or skipped

entirely: it is the gesture that matters, not the kiss.

Cheek kisses happen between women, and between a woman and a man. Between

two men, a handshake is standard in professional contexts and a hug with back-

slaps is standard between close friends. In formal business, everyone shakes hands

regardless of gender until the relationship softens.
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Social introductions: two cheek kisses, right cheek first. Works for women-women

and women-men across most of Spain.

•

Men to men socially: a handshake for first meetings, a hug or back-slap for close

friends. Cheek kisses are rare between men.

•

Professional first meetings: everyone shakes hands. Do not initiate cheek kisses

until the relationship is clearly social.

•

Start by offering your right cheek (you lean to your left). Most Spaniards read this

as the natural direction.

•

Catalonia follows the same two-kiss pattern. The Basque Country is slightly more

reserved; follow the other person's lead.

•

The verb for this gesture is dar dos besos (give two kisses). If someone says "dame

dos besos," they are greeting you warmly, not propositioning you.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are meeting a group of Spanish women for the first time in a

social setting, expect to greet every single one individually with two

cheek kisses. The same applies on departure. This can take five minutes

and is not optional; skipping someone reads as a slight.
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C H A P T E R  I V

Regional identity: Catalonia, Basque
Country, Galicia.

Castilian Spanish is the official language of the Spanish State. Catalan (spoken in

Catalonia, Valencia with its Valencian variant, and the Balearic Islands), Basque

or Euskara (parts of the Basque Country and Navarra), and Galician (Galicia) are

co-official in their respective autonomous communities alongside Castilian. In

these regions, the local language is not just a historical curiosity but the

everyday language of many families, schools, and public institutions.

For a visitor, Castilian Spanish works everywhere. Street signs in Barcelona are in

Catalan and Spanish, in Bilbao in Basque and Spanish, in Santiago in Galician and

Spanish. A caña is a caña across the country. But switching a few pleasantries into

the local language earns real warmth.
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Catalonia (Barcelona, Girona, Tarragona, Lleida): Catalan is the default in schools

and regional government. A bon dia (good morning in Catalan) at a bakery in

Girona is warmly received. Barcelona is more bilingual; locals flip to Castilian

naturally for non-Catalan speakers.

•

Basque Country (Bilbao, San Sebastián, Vitoria): Basque (Euskara) is unrelated to

any other European language and is harder to pick up casually. Egun on (good

morning) or eskerrik asko (thank you) go a long way. Street signs are always

bilingual. Castilian Spanish is the everyday working language for most residents.

•

Galicia (Santiago de Compostela, A Coruña, Vigo): Galician (Galego) is close to

Portuguese and mutually intelligible with effort. Bos días and grazas are the local

pleasantries. Most Galicians switch to Castilian for visitors.

•

Valencia: speaks Valencian, a variant of Catalan. Bilingual signs.•

The Balearic Islands (Mallorca, Menorca, Ibiza): Catalan variants (Mallorquí,

Menorquí, Eivissenc). Castilian Spanish works fine everywhere.

•

Politically, language is tied to regional identity. Do not assume a Catalan or Basque

speaker identifies primarily as Spanish first. Avoid the topic in first meetings

unless they bring it up.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The safest stance as a visitor is to compliment the local language ("me

encanta escuchar el catalán / euskera / gallego") without making

political claims. Showing curiosity without taking sides always lands

well.
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C H A P T E R  V

Work culture: long lunches, late hours,
August off.

The Spanish working day looks unusual from a northern European or American

perspective. Many offices open at 9 or 9:30, break for a long lunch from 2 to 4

(sometimes a full sobremesa), and work until 7 or 8 in the evening. Dinner after

work pushes the day late.

August is the national holiday month. Cities empty out. Madrid's central district

can feel like a ghost town in the first two weeks of August as families head to the

coast or the mountains. Trying to close a business deal, get a permit processed, or

launch a product campaign in August is a losing bet.
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Standard office hours: 9 am to 7 pm, with a 2-hour lunch. In summer (July and

August in many sectors; some companies extend to June and September), many

shift to jornada intensiva (8 am to 3 pm, no lunch break) and skip the afternoon.

•

Lunch with colleagues is often at a restaurant, not at the desk. A menú del día at 12

euros is the norm.

•

Meetings run late. A 6 pm meeting is not unusual. Avoid scheduling hard-stops too

aggressively.

•

August vacation is sacred. Many small businesses close for 2 to 4 weeks. Expect

reduced service levels at banks, government offices, and private firms.

•

Semana Santa (Holy Week, the week before Easter): Good Friday is a nationwide

public holiday. Maundy Thursday and Easter Monday are regional holidays in

many autonomous communities but not all. Expect reduced service in most

regions across those days.

•

The pace tilts slower in Andalusia and Extremadura, faster in Madrid and

Barcelona. Bilbao and the Basque Country sit in between: industrious but

unhurried.

•

Punctuality at work is flexible: 5 to 10 minutes late is normal. For social events, 15

to 30 minutes late is normal.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are working in Spain, block August for vacation the way locals do.

Trying to be the one person at your desk while everyone else is at the

beach does not earn brownie points; it marks you as someone who does

not understand the rhythm.
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C H A P T E R  V I

Social formality: tú everywhere, usted
for elders.

Spain is one of the most informal speech communities in the Spanish-speaking

world. Tú is the default address in almost every casual and even semi-formal

context: the bartender, the shop clerk, your neighbor, your coworker, your

friend's parents (once introduced).

Usted is genuinely reserved in Spain. You use it with someone clearly in your

grandparents' generation, with a judge or senior official in a professional capacity,

and in written business correspondence with strangers. A bartender addressing a

customer with usted is almost never seen in Spain; it would feel weirdly stiff. This

is very different from much of Latin America.
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Default in Spain: tú. Shopkeeper, bartender, waiter, bus driver, coworker of any

age up to about 60.

•

Usted is for: people clearly much older, judges, senior officials, professional first

meetings in traditional industries (banking, law), written formal correspondence.

•

Ustedes in most of Spain is the formal plural, used only when you would also use

usted individually. For a group of friends, always vosotros. Canary Islands and

parts of western Andalusia are the exception: there, ustedes covers both formal

and informal plural, replacing vosotros entirely, as in Latin America.

•

Tutéame (use tú with me) is what an older person says when they want you to

drop the usted. Switch immediately.

•

The verb tutear means "to address someone as tú." No tutees a tu jefe en el primer

día means "don't use tú with your boss on the first day."

•

Latin American visitors sometimes feel Spanish informality is rude. It isn't. It's just

the local register.

•
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Nightlife and timing: dinner at 10,
clubs at 2, home at 6.

Spanish nightlife runs on a schedule that is two to three hours later than most

of Europe. Friday and Saturday nights in Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, and Seville

follow a well-known sequence: dinner at 10 pm, drinks at a bar from midnight,

club around 2 or 3 am, home around 6 am for the committed. The Spanish word

for the dawn after a night out is resaca (hangover) if you got home too fast, or

amanecer (sunrise) if you made it.

This is not a young-people-only thing. Spaniards in their 30s and 40s are out until

2 or 3 am on weekends. A dinner reservation for 9:30 pm on a Saturday is

considered early in Madrid.
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Dinner: 9 to 11 pm is standard on weekends. Kitchens often do not open before

8:30.

•

Copas (drinks at a bar): midnight to 2 am. A copa is a mixed drink or long drink,

distinct from a caña.

•

Discoteca or club: opens at midnight but empty until 2 am, peak from 3 to 5 am.•

Chocolate con churros at dawn: a Madrid tradition. Chocolatería San Ginés is

open 24 hours; dawn crowds of post-club patrons are the classic scene.

•

Saturday is the bigger night than Friday in most Spanish cities. Friday is a warm-

up.

•

Outside the cities, small towns shut earlier (midnight to 1 am) except during

fiestas, when everything runs until dawn for days.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

If you are going out with Spanish friends, eat a proper dinner at 10 pm.

Drinking at midnight on an empty stomach is a fast track to not making

it past 2 am, and your friends will still be going strong at 5.
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C H A P T E R  V I I I

Holidays and saints' days: Semana
Santa, Feria, patron fiestas.

Spain has a dense calendar of holidays, local fiestas, and saints' days. Every town

has at least one patron saint whose feast day turns into a multi-day celebration

with processions, music, food, and often fireworks. The big national events you

need to know are Semana Santa and the regional ferias.
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Semana Santa (Holy Week, the week before Easter): the most important religious

holiday in Spain. Solemn candle-lit processions in Seville, Málaga, and Zamora.

Good Friday is nationwide; Maundy Thursday and Easter Monday are regional

holidays in many autonomous communities. Book hotels months in advance for

the big cities.

•

Feria de Abril (Seville): two weeks after Easter, a week-long celebration with

flamenco dress, horse-drawn carriages, sherry, and casetas (private party tents).

Electric and unforgettable.

•

San Fermín (Pamplona, July 6 to 14): the running of the bulls. Tourist-heavy but a

genuinely Spanish tradition.

•

La Tomatina (Buñol, Valencia, last Wednesday of August): the tomato fight festival.•

Las Fallas (Valencia, March 15 to 19): giant papier-mâché figures burned at the end

of the week.

•

La Mercè (Barcelona, late September): Catalonia's biggest street festival. Human

towers (castellers), gegants, and concerts.

•

Aste Nagusia (Bilbao, mid-August): the Basque Country's biggest fiesta, nine days

of concerts, txikiteo (wine and pintxo hopping), and rural sports.

•

Reyes (January 6): Three Kings Day, not Christmas morning, is the traditional gift-

giving day in Spain. January 5 evening parades in every town (Cabalgata de Reyes)

throw sweets to children.

•

Every town's patron saint day turns into a local fiesta with varying intensity. Ask

locals what the town's big day is; attending is the fastest way to feel at home.

•

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B
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If you are working or visiting and want to learn about Spain fast, plan to

be in the country for one major regional fiesta. Feria de Abril in Seville,

San Fermín in Pamplona, Las Fallas in Valencia, or Aste Nagusia in

Bilbao each give you a concentrated immersion experience that months

of normal life do not.
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T

C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

his guide is the backbone. There is a second layer that comes with time:

deeper regional identity politics, the history of the Franco era and the

Transition, the dynamics of the royal family, the pulse of Spanish soccer

rivalries (Real Madrid, Barça, Atlético, Athletic Bilbao), and the literary and

cinematic canon from Cervantes to Almodóvar. Those come from living here,

not from a guide.

Pair this with the phrasebook and the Eidetic European Spanish deck. The

language gives you the words. The culture tells you when to use them.

Together, they let you belong.

Happy travels.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The European Spanish Deck

This guide covers the essentials. The Eidetic European Spanish deck

puts these cultural moments into flashcard form with native audio, so

you hear the right phrase at the right time. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.
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S E E  T H E  F U L L  D E C K →
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