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An Invitation to the Reader

In researching this book, we discovered many wonderful places—hotels, restaurants,
shops, and more. Were sure you'll find others. Please tell us about them, so we can
share the information with your fellow travelers in upcoming editions. If you were dis-
appointed with a recommendation, wed love to know that, too. Please write to:

Pauline Frommers Italy, 2nd Edition
Wiley Publishing, Inc. * 111 River St. * Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774

An Additional Note

Please be advised that travel information is subject to change at any time—and this is
especially true of prices. We therefore suggest that you write or call ahead for confir-
mation when making your travel plans. The authors, editors, and publisher cannot
be held responsible for the experiences of readers while traveling. Your safety is impor-
tant to us, however, so we encourage you to stay alert and be aware of your surround-
ings. Keep a close eye on cameras, purses, and wallets, all favorite targets of thieves and

pickpockets.
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Star Ratings, Icons & Abbreviations

Every restaurant, hotel, and attraction is rated with stars <%, indicating our opinion of
that facility’s desirability; this relates not to price, but to the value you receive for the
price you pay. The stars mean:

No stars: Good
$C Very good
4 Great
444t Ourstanding! A must!

Accommodations within each neighborhood are listed in ascending order of cost,
starting with the cheapest and increasing to the occasional “splurge.” Each hotel review
is preceded by one, two, three, or four dollar signs, indicating the price range per dou-
ble room. Restaurants work on a similar system, with dollar signs indicating the price
range per three-course meal.

Accommodations Dining
€ Up to 50€/night € Meals for 7€ or less
€€ 51€-100€ €€ 8€-14€
€€€ 101€-150€ €€€ 15€-19€
€€€£€ Over 150€ per night €€€€ 20€ and up

In addition, we've included a kids icon @ to denote attractions, restaurants, and lodg-
ings that are particularly child friendly.

Frommers.com

Now that you have this guidebook to help you plan a great trip, visit our website at
www.frommers.com for additional travel information on more than 4,000 destina-
tions. We update features regularly to give you instant access to the most current trip-
planning information available. At Frommers.com, you'll find scoops on the best
airfares, lodging rates, and car rental bargains. You can even book your travel online
through our reliable travel booking partners. Other popular features include:

Online updates of our most popular guidebooks

Vacation sweepstakes and contest giveaways

Newsletters highlighting the hottest travel trends

Podcasts, interactive maps, and up-to-the-minute events listings
Opinionated blog entries by Arthur Frommer himself

Online travel message boards with featured travel discussions


www.frommers.com




a note from pauline frommer # ‘"ﬂ

I started traveling with my guidebook-writing parents, Arthur Frommer and
Hope Arthur, when I was just four months old. To avoid lugging around a
crib, they would simply swaddle me and stick me in an open drawer for the
night. For half of my childhood, my home was a succession of hotels and
B&Bs throughout Europe, as we dashed around every year to update Europe
on $5 a Day (and then $10 a day, and then $20 . . .).

We always traveled on a budget, staying at the Mom-and-Pop joints Dad
featured in the guide, getting around by public transportation, eating where
the locals ate. And that’s still the way I travel today, because I learned—from
the master—that these types of vacations not only save money, but offer a
richer, deeper experience of the culture. You spend time in local neighborhoods,
meeting and talking with the people who live there. For me, making friends
and having meaningful exchanges is always the highlight of my journeys—
and the main reason I decided to become a travel writer and editor as well.

I've conceived these books as budget guides for a new generation. They
have all the outspoken commentary and detailed pricing information of the
Frommer’s guides, but they take bargain hunting into the 21st century, with
more information on using the Internet and air/hotel packages to save
money. Most important, we stress “alternative accommodations”—apart-
ment rentals, private B&Bs, religious retreat houses, and more—not simply
to save you money, but to give you a more authentic experience in the places
you visit.

A highlight of each guide is the chapter that deals with “The Other” side
of the destinations, the one visitors rarely see. These sections will actively
immerse you in the life that residents enjoy. The result, I hope, is a valuable
new addition to the world of guidebooks. Please let us know how we've done!

E-mail me at editor@frommers.com.

Happy traveling!

Pauline Frommer




The Best of Italy

From ancient ruins to tasty cuisine, from urban
verve to rural charm—how do you choose?

by Reid Bramblett

WHEN IT COMES DOWN TO IT, NEARLY EVERY REGION IN ITALY HAS QUAINT
hill towns, picturesque countryside, magnificent art cities, ancient ruins, exquisite
food, sublime wines, and just about any other travel cliché you want to throw in
there. Italy is wonderful, it’s incredible, and it’s why the country remains one of
the most popular destinations on the planet—but it’s not going to help you plan
your trip.

You probably have only 1 or 2 precious weeks of vacation time, and we sus-
pect you have your own ideas about how to spend it. That’s why were going to
cut through the brochure-speak and help you home in on the best of the best.

THE BEST OF THE BEST

While there are ancient ruins across the peninsula, from the Alps of the Valle
d’Aosta to the very southern tip of Sicily, the real showstoppers lie in the south-
ern half of the country. You'll find the best Roman remains in—surprise, sur-
prise—Rome (the Colosseum, Roman Forum, Imperial Fori, and several top
museums), and get the best sense of what life was like 2 millennia ago in the
ancient ghost towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum, both just outside Naples, or
in Ostia Antica, just a subway ride from the center of Rome.

What few folks realize is that, before the Romans, everything from Naples
south was actually part of Greece (back in the 5th c. B.C., when Magna Graecia
was much, much bigger), and that some of the best preserved ancient Greek ruins
anywhere are actually in Sicily (Agrigento, Siracusa, Segesta, Selinunte), and on
the coast south of Naples (Paestum).

When it comes to medieval hill towns, you have plenty of options. However,
the hill-town heartland really is central Italy, particularly in Tuscany (Siena,
Montepulciano, Montalcino, and especially San Gimignano, bristling with stone
towers like a medieval Manhattan) and neighboring Umbria (from its capital,
Perugia, to smaller cities and towns such as Gubbio, Todi, and Spoleto).

Of course, you can’t swing a paintbrush in Italy without spattering it on some
of the finest Renaissance art in the world. This is where Italy’s Big Three—Rome,
Venice, and Florence—really live up to their reputations. Florence (the Uffizi and
Picti Palace), Rome (the Vatican), and Venice (the Accademia) collectively have
more works by old masters like Michelangelo, Donatello, Leonardo da Vinci,
Raphael, Botticelli, and Titian than you could hope to see in three lifetimes. And
the artwork is not limited to just the major museums. There are dozens of smaller
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collections, as well as countless churches where the walls (not to mention the
ceilings—Sistine Chapel, anyone?) sometimes seem to be little more than grand
settings on which to display masterpieces of fresco, painting, and sculpture.

LIVING LA DOLCE VITA

Perhaps all that’s simply too much sightseeing. An endless litany of ruins,
churches, and museums can make for a dull vacation. You've come to sample /z
dolce vita (the sweet life)—or even better, la dolce far niente (the sweetness of
doing nothing). And with Italy’s 8,475km (5,266 miles) of coastline, there are few
better places to find that sweetness than at the beach. You just have to pick which
kind of seaside vacation—or 2-day break from the relentless sightseeing—you
want. Do you want to hang with the jet set (the Amalfi Coast), join the ever-
increasing tourist hordes that hike from one fishing village to the next (the
Cinque Terre), grab an umbrella and beach chair alongside vacationing Italian
families (the Italian Riviera), or get off the beaten path and see what all those
places looked like before they were discovered (Puglia’s Gargano Peninsula)?

Or, you can opt for an island—no, not Sicily: the tiny islands. Now you just
have to decide: Will you follow the Americans and Brits to the storied isle of Capri
and its Blue Grotto; the Germans to Capri’s lesser known neighbor, Ischia; or the
Italians down to the string of Aeolian islands off the north coast of Sicily, where
the isle of Stromboli erupts regularly like some kind of volcanic Old Faithful?

Then again, there are always the elaborate villas and sumptuous gardens of the
Lake District—Lake Como, Lake Maggiore, Lake Garda—where the plains of
Lombardy meet the Iralian Alps. Speaking of which, plenty of people prefer to
seek la dolce vita at a higher altitude. It doesnt get any higher than 3,300m
(10,827 ft.) at Punta Hellbrunner atop Monte Bianco, Europe’s tallest mountain,
shared by France (which calls it Mont Blanc), and the northwestern Italian region
of Valle d’Aosta. In the northeastern corner of the country, just a few hours north
of Venice, rise the craggy peaks of the Dolomites, into which are tucked tony ski
resorts such as Cortina d’Ampezzo.

THE BEST EATS

And, of course, there’s the food. Don't ask us to single out just one place in Iraly
for its cuisine. We can’t do it. That would be like choosing a favorite child. With
extremely rare exceptions (usually around the biggest tourist sights and in beach
resorts), it’s nearly impossible to have a bad meal in Italy. These people live to eat.
Their idea of an ideal evening out is not dinner, a movie, and maybe dancing; it’s
appetizer, main course, and dessert—preferably strung out over 3 or 4 hours.
Wherever you go, you'll find regional specialties to knock out your taste buds:
pizza in Naples, spaghetti carbonara in Rome, Adriatic fish in Venice, juicy steaks
in Florence, swordfish in Sicily, osso buco in Milan, prosciutto and parmigiano in
Parma, calamari in Puglia, polenta in Alpine villages, and pasta absolutely every-
where you turn. Oh, and for dessert: gelato, which makes every other frozen dairy
treat ashamed to call itself ice cream. (Here’s a fun travel game: Race to see who
can be the first to sample all three kinds of Italian gelato—the ice milk of Sicily,
often delicately flavored with fresh fruits and nuts; the dense milk-and-egg-yolk-
based product of Florence, which gives new meaning to the phrase “death by
chocolate”; and the cream-and-custard-based gelato of northern Italy.)
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To wash it all down? Wine from the folks who taught the French how to tend
grapes. Again, every region in Italy produces phenomenal wines, from the earthy,
purple-black salice salentino in Puglia to the light, fruity rocai in the Friuli, hard
against the Slovenian Alps. Bug, if you had to pick just two regions that are con-
stantly trying to outdo each other in the prodigious production of truly great
wines, those would have to be Tuscany (the short-short list of varietals includes
Chianti, Brunello di Montalcino, and Vino Nobile di Montepulciano) and the
northern region of Piemonte (from which the mighty Barolo, Barbera,
Barbaresco, and Nebbiolo hail—not to mention Asti spumanti, the champagne of
Italian sparkling whites).

Now let’s get down to specifics. You will, of course, tailor your trip to your
own tastes and interest, but there are a few things no one should miss. What fol-
low are the greatest Italian attractions and experiences—plus ways to get off the
beaten path and discover the “other Italy.”

THE BEST CHURCHES
ST. PETER’S (ROME) The capital of Christendom and the pope’s personal
pulpit is St. Peter’s Basilica, one of the most spectacular assemblages of art and
architecture on the planet, and a pilgrimage point for Catholics from around the
world. Michelangelo sculpted the Pieta as a teenager and designed the dome
(great views from the top) at the height of his powers, and Bernini created the
twisty-columned altar canopy. See p. 60.

THE DUOMO (FLORENCE) Florence’s cathedral is a study in the origins of
the Renaissance, from the doors on the baptistery out front, which set the tone
and style for all later Renaissance art, to the frescoes in the church by Paolo
Uccello, one of the first masters of perspective, to Brunelleschi’s ingenious dome,
which revolutionized architecture. Bonus: You can climb up between the two lay-
ers of that dome and see Brunelleschi’s genius up close, as well as the brilliant
panorama of the city. See p. 122.

ST. FRANCIS’S BASILICA (ASSISI) This massive home of the Franciscan
order is a major pilgrimage destination, both for devout Catholics and art afi-
cionados, who arrive in droves and tour buses to view the famous frescoes by
Giotto—though don’t miss the equally brilliant frescoes by early Sienese masters
Simone Martini and the Lorenzetti brothers in the lower church of this double-
decker basilica. See p. 212.

ST. MARK’S BASILICA (VENICE) Grafted together from bits of military
plunder, coated inside with golden mosaics, and sporting a quintet of vaguely
Eastern-looking domes, the cathedral of Venice epitomizes this city’s obsession
with beauty and religious ritual, and its style reflects its ancient trading connec-
tions with the Eastern world. See p. 310.

CAPPELLA DEGLI SCROVEGNI (VENETO) For every 100 people who
visit the Giotto frescoes in Assisi, maybe one makes it to the university town of
Padova, which the Gothic master painter—widely considered to be the father of
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Western art—also blessed with an amazing, colorful fresco cycle in this small
chapel. Bonus: It's an easy day trip from Venice. See p. 352.

THE DUOMO (MILAN) One of the largest churches in the world is also
Italy’s grandest Gothic structure, and even though it took 500-0odd years to com-
plete, the city fathers resolutely stuck by their original, medieval-looking plans.
The result is stupendous: 135 marble spires, some 3,400 statues adorning the
exterior, and a nave that feels like a forest of columns. Clamber up onto the roof
for close-up looks at the buttresses and a lovely city panorama. See p. 403.

THE CATHEDRAL OF MONREALE (OUTSIDE PALERMO) If you
thought the mosaics of Palermo’s churches were something else, wait until you get
to this village above the city and sce the sparkling golden interior of its cathe-
dral—not to mention the amazing Romanesque carvings and inlay work on the
columns surrounding its quiet cloisters. See p. 594.

THE BEST NONECCLESIASTICAL
ARCHITECTURAL SIGHTS

THE COLOSSEUM (ROME) Every modern stadium in the world is but a
feeble imitation of Rome’s Colosseum. Wander amid its ramparts and imagine the
cheering crowds, roaring beasts, and clash of swords as gladiators battled for the
amusement of Caesar and the masses alike. See p. 55.

ROMAN FORUM (ROME) Walk in the footsteps of the Caesars amid the
remnants and ruins of what was once the center of the Roman world, puzzling
together a picture of the ancient city from the remaining fallen pillars, corners of
temples, triumphal arches, and slices of statues that fill this (free) archaeological
park in the heart of Rome. See p. 52.

THE CAMPO DI MIRACOLI (PISA) Sure, its got a famous Leaning
Tower—but the brilliant green grass of Pisas Campo di Miracoli (Field of
Miracles) is also backdrop to the massive cathedral that the titling tower goes
with, an amazing Gothic baptistery with perfect acoustics and a brilliant carved
pulpit, a serene holy cemetery with ruinous but fascinating frescoes, and two
intriguing museums. See p. 161.

PIAZZA DEL CAMPO (SIENA) The main piazza in Siena is a gorgeous slop-
ing semicircle of brick that, on nice days, is scattered with people sunning them-
selves, couples sipping cappuccino at cafes, kids playing soccer, and groups
strolling and chatting. The whole thing is bounded at the bottom by Siena’s
medieval city hall, with its amazing Gothic frescoes and 100m (328-ft.) tower. See
p. 181.

THE PALLADIAN ARCHITECTURE OF VICENZA (VENETO) Vicenza’s
hometown hero, Andrea Palladio, is generally considered the father of High
Renaissance architecture in all its geometrically precise, classically inspired glory
(think Monticello in Virginia, or the marble buildings of Washington, D.C.).
Vicenza has done a superb job of preserving the fine buildings of its urban fabric,
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including several structures designed by the master himself—though Palladio’s
real masterpieces are the palazzi in the hills around town. See p. 357.

POMPEII & HERCULANEUM (CAMPANIA) The view of Mt. Vesuvius
from the narrow streets of these ancient Roman ghost towns destroyed by the vol-
cano in A.D. 79 is as eerie as it gets. You can almost smell the ashen lava, but con-
centrate instead on the remarkable glimpses into the daily life of those who
lived—and died—here nearly 2,000 years ago. See p. 529 and 531.

THE LECCESE BAROQUE (LECCE) Often called the Florence of the
South, Lecce is overflowing with churches and palaces built of honey-colored
stone along the lines of the city’s unique, gorgeous take on baroque architecture—
a profusion of symbolic animals, elaborate carved motifs, and complex curlicues.

See p. 553.

NORMAN ARCHITECTURE (PALERMO) Sicily was Greek, Arab,
Norman, French, and Spanish long before it ever became a part of Italy. The
medieval Norman rulers in particular—yes, those Normans, the ones who came
from northern France and also famously conquered England in 1066—adopted a
syncretic style of architecture that freely mixed Byzantine mosaics, Arabic domes,
and Romanesque details, to which later rulers often added baroque flourishes and
facades. See chapter 14.

ANCIENT GREEK TEMPLES (AGRIGENTO) The 5th-century-B.C. tem-
ples on a hillside of olives and cherry trees just below the southern Sicilian city of
Agrigento are among the best preserved ancient Greek ruins in the entire world—
Sicily was once part of Magna Graecia, the ancient “Greater Greece.” See
“Touring the Ruins” on p. 613.

THE BEST MUSEUMS
THE VATICAN MUSEUMS (ROME) The world’s smallest country—Vatican
City—is also home to one of the grandest museum complexes in Europe: papal
apartments frescoed by Raphael; a painting gallery packed with works by
Caravaggio, Michelangelo, Leonardo, and Giotto; some of the world’s most
famous ancient sculptures—oh, and Michelangelo’s frescoes on the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel. See p. 63.

THE UFFIZI GALLERY (FLORENCE) The 16th-century offices of the
Medici family, with frescoed halls lined by ancient statuary, house their collection
of some of the Renaissance’s finest artworks. Don't let this museum’s small size fool
you: It’s right up there with the Louvre, Metropolitan, and Vatican, showcasing
some of the greatest artistic masterpieces in the world, including Botticelli’s Birth
of Venus, da Vinci's Annunciation, and Michelangelo’s Holy Family. See p. 118.

THE ACCADEMIA (FLORENCE) The art academy of Florence always has a
long line outside. Why? Because this is where they keep Michelangelo’s David—
along with his unfinished (and far more fascinating) statues of slaves, the full-scale
model for Giambologna’s Rape of the Sabines, and a passel of fine paintings. See
p. 128.
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THE BYZANTINE MOSAICS OF RAVENNA (RAVENNA) On an easy day
trip from Bologna you can gaze at the glittering medieval mosaics slathered on the
interiors of churches and tombs in Ravenna, western Europe’s last bastion of the
Byzantine empire. See “Ravenna & Its Amazing Mosaics” on p. 260.

GALLERIE DELCACCADEMIA (VENICE) The world’s most extensive col-
lection of Venetian art is kept in a glorious Venetian palazzo on the Grand Canal.
From the Byzantine-inspired technique of using gold leaf for decorative effect, to
the masterful embrace of color, mood, and movement by Titian, Tintoretto, and
Veronese, the Accademia provides an opportunity to penetrate beneath the sur-
face of a vast number of superbly rendered canvases. See p. 318.

THE PEGGY GUGGENHEIM COLLECTION (VENICE) The only truly
worthwhile modern-art gallery in Italy is installed in Peggy Guggenheim’s former
(unfinished) palazzo on the Grand Canal. It’s a who’s who of 20th-century artists:
Max Ernst, Salvador Dali, Joan Miré, Pablo Picasso, Constantin Brancusi, Marc
Chagall, Piet Mondrian, Jackson Pollock, Alberto Giacometti, Henry Moore,
Marcel Duchamp, and René Magritte. See p. 319.

THE EGYPTIAN MUSEUM (TURIN) Who would’ve thought that the sin-
gle greatest collection of Egyptian artifacts outside of Cairo is not London’s British
Museum or New York’s Metropolitan, but this remarkable museum in the genteel
Italian industrial capital of Turin? Hey, if nothing else, it makes for a nice break
from all that Italian art. See p. 445.

NATIONAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM (NAPLES) The artifacts
housed in Naples’s archaeological museum are among Western civilization’s most
significant, including rare finds from the ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum, and
Greek, Etruscan, and Roman artifacts that are simply unmatched in historical sig-
nificance. See p. 512.

THE BEST TRAVEL EXPERIENCES
DESCEND INTO THE CATACOMBS (ROME) The web of ancient
Christian burial tunnels under the Via Appia Antica park just outside Rome’s city
walls is an important stop for religious pilgrims and the historically curious. There
are miles upon miles of these earthen corridors stacked with tombs, underground
mausoleums, and marble chapels—a bit spooky, and with cheesy tour guides, but
endlessly fascinating. See p. 77.

ENJOY A MARATHON DINNER (FLORENCE) We already talked about
the Iralian penchant for lingering over a meal for 3 or 4 hours, with all the
courses—antipasto (appetizer), primo (pasta, soup, or risotto), secondo (meat or
fish), contorno (side dish), dolce (dessert)—plenty of wine to lubricate the meal,
and a grappa and espresso to finish it off. You could experience that anywhere in
Italy, but if we had to pick one place to set aside the whole evening (and all plans
of eating again for 24 hr.) for that marathon meal, itd be Florence—probably at
Il Latini or Cibreo Ristorante. See “Dining for All Tastes” on p. 109.
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PICK A FESTIVAL, ANY FESTIVAL (TUSCANY & UMBRIA) The heart
of central Italy is a festival-happy place, hosting everything from pagan parties
masquerading as Christian rites to modern music fests. Tops are Gubbio’s 800-
year-old race of saints’ shrines; the contemporary music and arts festivals of
Perugia, Spoleto, and Arezzo; and Perugia’s delicious Eurochocolate Festival. See

chapters 4 and 5.

TOUR THE CHIANTI VINEYARDS (TUSCANY) These vine-covered hills
between Florence and Siena have dozens of wineries you can tour, usually for free
(tippling of the product included), as well as plenty of picturesque hill towns
where you can pick up picnic supplies to accompany the bottles you buy directly
from the source. See “Chianti Country” on p. 170.

RIDE THE VAPORETTO DOWN THE GRAND CANAL (VENICE) For
a fraction of the cost of a gondola ride, you can ply the Grand Canal on the
vaporetto @ or @—the motor launches that act as the public bus system in this
city built on water. It’s like watching a scrolling postcard of hundreds of Gothic
and Byzantine palazzi, redolent of the days when Venice was a powerful maritime
republic. Angle for a seat on the open-air deck up front. See p. 306.

LEARN THE SECRETS OF THE DOGES (VENICE) The “Secret Itineraries”
tour of Venice’s Palazzo Ducale takes small groups of visitors into the many rooms
in the palace normally locked to the public—and often hidden behind false walls,
tapestries, and Renaissance paintings. This warren of secret rooms, passages, and
stairways allowed the vast, often shadowy machinery of the Venetian state to con-
tinue to operate for 900 years behind the pretense of unhinged luxury that still
greets visitors in the official spaces of the palace. See p. 316.

SKI THE DOLOMITES (CORTINA D’AMPEZZO) Italy’s top ski resort is a
thoroughly Italian medieval village coupled with access to excellent slopes and
top-notch facilities. For winter visitors, Cortina has 8 ski areas; there are another
10 within easy reach of the town. In summer, there’s mountain scenery and great
sports facilities to keep active types engaged. See “Cortina d’Ampezzo” on p. 383.

ATTEND THE OPERA (VENICE, MILAN, NAPLES & VERONA) Italy is
home to some of the grandest opera houses the world has ever known—and two
of the greatest each emerged in 2005 from many years of restoration. Venice’s
Teatro La Fenice (The Phoenix) has risen from the ashes of a disastrous fire to
reclaim its status as one of the world’s most spectacular operatic venues. Milan’s
famed La Scala opera house—where Verdi was the house composer and Toscanini
once waved the baton—has also finally reopened following years of restoration.
Then there’s the Teatro San Carlo in Naples, where the term prima donna (which
just means “first woman”—in other words, the female lead) was born, and the
magnificent 2,000-year-old Arena in Verona, the world’s third-largest amphithe-
ater, which has long since replaced gladiators with divas and become world
renowned for its productions of Aida under the stars. See chapters 7, 8, 9, and 12.
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HIKE THE CINQUE TERRE (ITALIAN RIVIERA) While away your time
on the southern end of the Italian Riviera by strolling from one lovely fishing
village to another along old goat trails through terraced vineyards, gardens,
and scrubby mountaintops with breathtaking views over the Mediterranean. See
chapter 11.

EXPLORE THE ISLANDS OF LAKE MAGGIORE (THE LAKES) Ferry
hop your way from Isola Bella, with its ornate gardens; to Isola Madre, where pea-
cocks stroll the exotic grounds around the Borromean palace; to Isola Superiore,
a fishing village where you can dine on fresh lake trout at a table not 1.5m (5 ft.)
from the water. See “Lake Maggiore” on p. 425.

HEAD TO THE TOP OF EUROPE (THE ALPS) Ride a series of cable cars
up snowy slopes and ski gondolas dangling high above glaciers to arrive at
Europe’s highest peak, Monte Bianco—and then continue on down the French
side (call it “Mont Blanc” now) to the chichi resort of Chamonix and take a bus
ride back to Iraly through one of the world’s longest tunnels. See p. 451.

CLIMB MT. VESUVIUS (NAPLES) You may never again get this close to a
natural disaster in waiting. Climb to the top of Mt. Vesuvius and stare down into
the crater created in A.D. 79 when it destroyed Pompeii. Then turn to look out to
the bay of Naples across the crusty lava fields overgrown with vineyards and dot-
ted with houses and the Naples suburbs. All of it is smack in the path of the lava,
should another major eruption occur . . . an event that’s long overdue. See p. 531.

PICNIC (ANYWHERE) Some of your most memorable meals will undoubt-
edly be picnics, with wonderful (and cheap!) ingredients culled from the alimen-
tari (deli/grocery store), panetteria (bakery), fruttivendolo (fruit-and-veggie shop),
and vineria (wine shop) that line the streets of every city and village. Just pick an
appropriate venue—church steps, stone wall around an olive grove or vineyard,
bench by the beach, even just the terrace back at your hotel room—and get ready
to have a feast fit for a king on a pauper’s budget. (Just don't forget the corkscrew.)

THE BEST OF THE OTHER ITALY
LEARN TO BE A GLADIATOR (ROME) When Romans do historical reen-
actments, they get seriously historical, like the Gruppo Storico Romano group
in Rome that spends its Mondays (and, in summer, Wed) dressing up as ancient
gladiators and battling it out at an arena on the Appian Way. The best part: They
welcome new trainees for free, 1-day lessons. See p. 82.

GET CAUGHT UP IN CALCIO (TUSCANY—OR ANYWHERE) Share
the locals’ passion at a professional sports event—Florence and Siena have top-
division Serie A (first division) soccer teams, and Siena’s pro basketball team is a
champion. See p. 134 and 185.

VISIT THE OLTRARNO ARTISANS (FLORENCE) Head to the Oltrarno
neighborhood to see fifth-generation craftsmen at work in ceramics, woodcarv-
ing, goldsmithing, mosaics, cobbling, and other specialties. See p. 133.
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LEARN TO MAKE THE PERFECT RED SAUCE (TUSCANY, SICILY &
BOLOGNA) You could simply rave about the food in Italy when you get
home—or you can learn to re-create it for your jealous friends. Try your hand at
a cooking class in a Tuscan villa or restaurant in Palermo or Bologna—or stick
around for a couple of weeks and attend a formal culinary school. See chapters 4,

6, and 14.

MAKE A PILGRIMAGE TO ASSISI (UMBRIA) Though most Italians are
not overtly devout, faith remains one of the cornerstones of Italian culture and
society, and there are few better places to see it in action than at St. Francis’s
Basilica in Assisi. Masses run constantly, and are best on a Sunday—and if you
can swing it to be here on Easter, you just might have a transcendent experience.
See p. 212.

MASTER AN ANCIENT CRAFT (VENICE) Tourists shell out big bucks for
marbleized paper in Italy, but instead of bringing home a trinket, you can bring
home a whole new skill learned from a master craftsman. And besides, how many
teachers do you know who serve snacks and wine at the lessons? See p. 332.

GO BACK TO SCHOOL (ITALIAN RIVIERA) Genoa University’s annual
summer school is aimed at improving foreigners’ spoken Italian and grammar,
and also acts as a crash course on Italian culture and history, with guest speakers
from various faculties lecturing on anything from Italian cinema and art to con-
temporary politics. Best of all, the course, which is usually 2 weeks in September,
is held at the beautiful Villa Durazzo in Santa Margherita Ligure, with gorgeous
vistas of the Ligurian sea. See p. 483.

GET INTO THE UNDERBELLY OF NAPLES (NAPLES) You need to dig
deep to really understand a city’s history, and Napoli Sotterranea (Underground
Naples) does it better than anyone else. Take one of the winding tours through
the complex of ancient underground aqueducts and cisterns that have been bomb
shelters and modern-art venues. See p. 514.

SLEEP IN A TRULLO (PUGLIA) Every visitor spends half the time in cen-
tral Puglia snapping endless photos of its iconic whitewashed round huts with
conical stone roofs. But #u/li can be more than just a postcard sight; you can actu-
ally set up temporary housekeeping in one and feel what it’s really like to live in
one of these ancient structures. See p. 559.

GOING TO MARKET IN PALERMO (SICILY) Even if you dont have the
stomach for the city’s exotic street food (barbecued goat intestines, anyone?), you
can't go to Sicily without wandering the open-air produce, meat, and more stalls
of the historic Ballard or Vucciria markets. In these eye-popping and vibrant
Palermitano institutions, you'll really begin to understand the fascinating multi-
cultural DNA that sets Sicily apart from mainland Italy. See p. 583 and 585.



Rome: Where All

Roads Lead

In Italy’s majestic capital, the treasures of
3 millennia are yours for the taking

by Sylvie Hogg

ONCE IT RULED THE WESTERN WORLD, AND EVEN THE PARTIAL, SCATTERED
ruins of that awesome empire, of which Rome was capital, are today among the
most overpowering sights on earth. To walk the Roman Forum, to view the
Colosseum, the Pantheon, and the Appian Way—these are among the most mem-
orable, instructive, and chilling experiences in all of travel. To see evidence of a
once-great civilization that no longer exists is a humbling experience that every-
one should have.

Thrilling, too, are the sights of Christian Rome, which speak to the long and
complex domination by this city of one of the world’s major religions. As a visi-
tor to Rome, you will be constantly reminded of this extraordinary history.

But it’s important to remember that Rome is not just a place of the past, but
also one that lives and breathes and buzzes with Vespas in the here and now. So
take the time to get away from the tourist hordes to explore the intimate piazzas
and lesser basilicas in the back streets of Trastevere and the centro storico. Indulge
in oeno-gastronomic pursuits and stuff your days with cappuccinos, #rarrorie,
wine bars, and gelato. Have a picnic in Villa Borghese, take a vigorous walk along
the Gianicolo, or nap in the grass against a fallen granite column at the Baths of
Caracalla. Rome is so compact that without even planning too much, you'll end
up enjoying both its monuments and its simpler pleasures.

DON'T LEAVE ROME WITHOUT . ..
BEING AN EDUCATED TOURIST You can't come all the way to the Eternal
City without visiting iconic sights like the Colosseum, the Roman Forum, the
Vatican. But don’t just walk by and photograph them; if you devote the time and
attention they deserve—by taking a tour (see “Touring Rome—Read This
Section!!” later in this chapter) or renting an audioguide—you’ll pick up some fas-
cinating knowledge that will help you make sense of the rest of Rome, too.

TAKING IN THE VIEW Rome has many majestic viewpoints where you can
go to contemplate the 3,000 years of splendor below. The tree-lined Gianicolo,
above the terra-cotta rooftops of Trastevere, is a classic choice for its commanding
north-, east-, and south-facing panoramas. History and nostalgia buffs, however,
should visit the terrace behind the Campidoglio, overlooking the ancient Forum.

11
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GOING UNDERGROUND There’s about 9m (30 ft.) between modern and
ancient street level, and digging down through Rome’s layers, to musty archaeolog-
ical grottoes and Catacombs, is one of the most atmospheric things you can do
here. Venture down to the excavations below the church of San Clemente (p. 81),
check out the sunken remains of the Stadium of Domitian, or head south of the
center to the Via Appia Antica (p. 77) and the Catacombs (p. 77), those hand-dug
labyrinths where hundreds of thousands of early Christians were buried.

VIEWING A MASTERPIECE FOR FREE The masters of the Italian
Renaissance and baroque left their life’s work literally strewn about the city.
Piazzas and churches don’t charge admission, so you can get a museum-like dose
of Michelangelo and the like just by walking around town, ducking into the right
churches, and gazing at Rome’s superb outdoor statuary and fountains.

WANDERING AIMLESSLY  There is perhaps no city in the world where hav-
ing no agenda is more rewarding. Dive into the confusing labyrinth of streets in
the district of Trastevere (p. 70) or the side streets around Piazza Navona, Campo
de’ Fiori, and the Jewish Ghetto, and just see where the winding maze takes you.

RIDING A SCENIC TRAM  For a mere 1€, Rome’s tram lines are a great way
to rest your feet and sample the various vistas and neighborhoods of the Eternal
City. My favorite is the ©, which starts at Stazione Trastevere, to Testaccio, past
the Circus Maximus and the Colosseum, to San Giovanni and Porta Maggiore,
through San Lorenzo and the university zone, along Viale Regina Margherita to
the garden homes of the wealthy Parioli district, and back down to Villa Borghese.

HAVING A “RELIGIOUS” EXPERIENCE The Catholic Church’s busy
liturgical calendar—and seemingly limitless budget for big-time productions—
gives the lay visitor to Rome ample opportunities to observe Vatican pageantry at
its finest. You don't even have to see the pope—you might just stumble upon a
chanting procession of bishops leaving St. Peter’s and feel incense fill your nostrils.
Or you might happen to visit the Pantheon on Pentecost Sunday, or Santa Maria
Maggiore for the Madonna della Neve ceremony (Aug 5), when rose petals shower
down over the congregation.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF ROME

Well, this is Rome, so it’s not going to be superbrief, but here goes:

Romulus killed Remus on the Palatine Hill on April 21, 753 B.C., and the city
of Rome was off and running. Okay, so that’s the simplified, mythological version
of Rome’s founding, but archaeologists agree: Rome began as a cluster of primi-
tive huts atop the Palatine around the middle of the 8th century B.C. Rome was
a monarchy for its first 200 years, but with the expulsion of the seventh king of
Rome, Tarquinius Superbus, in 509 B.C., the Roman Republic was born. (Fast
forward to 44 B.C.: The dictator Julius Caesar is assassinated because he has
become too kinglike for comfort.)

During the republic, the Roman Forum was established as the center of civic
life in Rome, and the first large public monuments were erected, such as the great
Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill. The seven-hilled city was defended
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against potential invaders by fortifications built in the 5th century B.C., known as
the Servian Walls (portions of which can be seen in and around Termini station).
The great Roman road system began with the creation of the Via Appia in 312 B.C.

Several centuries of warfare during the republic—most notably, the defeat of
Carthage in the 3rd- and 2nd-century B.C. Punic wars—brought Rome the vast
influence that we associate with the Roman Empire. Technically, however,
“empire” didn’t begin until the first emperor, Octavian Augustus, was declared
imperator in 27 B.C.

Excess, opulence, and peace marked the first century of Empire, when the
inbred relatives of Julius Caesar, the Julio-Claudian dynasty, ruled Rome.
Augustus famously said that he found Rome a city of brick and turned it into one
of marble. Richly decorated temples, thermal baths, and theaters popped up all
over town. Demented emperors like Caligula and Nero titillated the people with
their personal lives, while Claudius, one of the great public-works emperors,
brought several new aqueducts to the city. (For more on their exploits, read e
Twelve Caesars by Suetonius—it’s way racier than anything in the tabloids today!)
The catastrophic fire of A.D. 64 destroyed two-thirds of the city, and Nero was
blamed; when he died heirless in A.D. 68, that was the end of the Julio-Claudians.

The next 100 years in Rome were one big party (if you weren’ a slave, that is).
The Flavian emperors built the Colosseum and enormous public baths. At the
time of Trajan’s reign (A.D. 98-117), the population in the city of Rome alone was
over one million. Rome was undisputed capur mundi (head of the world), with
provinces that spread as far east as Parthia (modern Iran) and as far north as
Britain. Back in Rome, there were chariot races and gladiator fights every other
day, and free bread was distributed to the masses.

The heady times didn't last forever, though, and by the middle of the 3rd cen-
tury A.D., barbarians caught on to the vulnerability of the city now being ruled by
lame-duck emperors. Rome’s second set of fortifications, the Aurelian Walls, were
hastily erected in the 270s. By the 4th century, under Constantine, the vast terri-
tories of the empire had become too unwieldy to govern from Rome, so a new
capital of the Roman Empire was established in Constantinople (modern-day
Istanbul), closer to the geographical center of all the lands that fell under the geo-
graphical aegis of Rome.

Effectively abandoned by its strongest leaders, the city of Rome fell into a dras-
tic period of decline in the 5th century. When barbarians sacked the city and sev-
ered most of the 13 aqueducts that gave Rome its daily water supply, public health
took a nose dive, and the population dwindled. A.D. 476 is generally regarded as
the year the Western Empire definitively fell, leaving only the primate of the
Catholic Church in shaky control over a city constantly under barbarian attack.

In the following decades, the popes slowly adopted many of the responsibili-
ties and the prestige once reserved for the Roman emperors. The classical city was
methodically stripped of its stone and marble to build the Christian city we see
today. The Middle Ages are one era of history that Rome has tried to forget—
what with plagues and barbarians and having to go to church instead of the
Colosseum, who can blame them? Rome has surprisingly little to show for the
medieval period.

In the 14th century, Rome surged right back onto the scene in the Renaissance.
Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel in the early 1500s, and work began on
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the new St. Peter’s Basilica. Elsewhere in the city, the popes and noble families
built grand new residences like Palazzo Farnese and restored churches with new
frescoes and sculptures. Abandoned antiquities were snapped up by the Vatican
Museums. It wasnt all good times, however; pope Clement VII had to hide out
in Castel Sant’Angelo for 7 months when Holy Roman Emperor Charles V
sacked Rome in 1527.

The following artistic era, the baroque (17th—18th c.), would really shape the
look of Rome as we know it today. Such 17th-century patrons as Pope Urban VIII
Barberini and artists like Bernini and Caravaggio made the city their creative play-
ground, endowing Rome with its characteristic playful fountains, curvaceous
building facades, and high-keyed sculpture and painting. St. Peter’s Square, the
Spanish Steps, and the Trevi Fountain all date from this ebullient period.

Italy was unified in the 19th century, and Rome became the capital of the new
kingdom in 1871, after the pope surrendered to the Italian army. Almost overnight,
the Church’s power and influence shrank drastically. About 50 years later, the popes
would have to settle for temporal power over the 44 hectares (110 acres) of Vatican
City (and “spiritual power” over the Catholic world) when they signed the Lateran
Treaty in 1929.

By the end of the 1800s, Rome’s antiquities were seriously derelict. The
Colosseum was overgrown with vegetation (a romantic sight, no doubt), and cat-
tle were grazing in the Forum, alongside stumps of marble columns that once
belonged to towering imperial temples. Scientific archaeological excavations didn’t
begin until the end of the 19th century, when countless monuments and works
of ancient art finally emerged from beneath more than a millennium of silt and
later building projects.

Mussolini made the “March on Rome” by train in 1922 and soon Rome was
caught up in the fervor of Fascism. From his balcony at Palazzo Venezia, Il Duce
made thundering speeches about returning Rome to its past glory. His rhetoric
promised empire, virtue, and manliness, and he tried to back it up with ambitious
building projects in the city center and suburbs, like Eur and the Foro Italico.
Aggressive archaeological excavations continued under Mussolini, so determined
was he to associate himself with the might and glory of the ancient emperors.
Mussolini’s own “empire” faltered, to say the least.

Rome remained the capital of the kingdom of Italy until 1946, when Italy cast
off the rule of the Savoy monarchs and made Rome the capital of the new
Repubblica Italiana. Rome has been the head of the continuously shifting Italian
government ever since.

LAY OF THE LAND

Rome has the most compact and walkable city center of any major metropolis in
Europe; however, much of the historic core of Rome does not fall under easy or
distinct neighborhood classifications. Instead, most people’s frame of reference
when describing a location within the cenzro is the name of the nearest large mon-
ument or square, like St. Peter’s or Piazza di Spagna.

CENTRO STORICO Picturesque piazzas, fountains and masterpiece-laden
churches abound in this nebulous zone that usually includes Piazza Navona and
the Pantheon. It’s a great area for eating and drinking, as long as you stay off the
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main squares. The bars of Campo de’ Fiori are party central for the younger
crowd.

SPANISH STEPS Sometimes called the Tridente, this toniest swath of central
Rome—with ritzy lodging and retail opportunities to match—goes from Piazza
di Spagna to Piazza del Popolo and back down to Piazza Augusto Imperatore. Up
the hill to the east is Villa Borghese, Rome’s most beloved public park.

JEWISH GHETTO The tiny pocket of medieval streets south of Via Arenula,
west of Via Teatro di Marcello, and east of the Tiber is home to Europe’s oldest
Jewish community, though it’s dwindled somewhat in recent years. The gorgeous
19th-century synagogue is the most prominent landmark in this quiet area.

TRASTEVERE Rome’s bohemian “left bank”—across the river from the centro
storico and the Jewish Ghetto, and south of the Vatican—is known for its charm
and vibrant street life, and for now, it still manages to keep its authentic charac-
ter intact despite a burgeoning expat population. South of Viale Trastevere is qui-
eter and more authentic; north of Viale Trastevere is chock-a-block with merry
alfresco dining and an endless stream of pedestrian people-watching.

ANCIENT ROME, MONTI & THE CELIO South and east of busy Piazza
Venezia, you'll find a mix of phenomenally impressive ancient ruins, gorgeous
green hills, and cozy medieval streets (in the Monti district, north of Via dei Fori
Imperiali). Monti straddles either side of ugly Via Cavour and is home to some
hot new shops and the best expat-frequented pubs in Rome. The Celio, directly
south of the Colosseum, has lively eateries, rustic ancient churches, and the lovely
“green lung” of Villa Celimontana park.

TESTACCIO & THE AVENTINE Workaday Testaccio, where the chief archi-
tectural feature is an old slaughterhouse, and the upscale Aventine, a hill with
leafy residences and quiet parks, couldn’t be more different, but they’re next-door
neighbors. Go to Testaccio for the best slice of old-school romanitas (“Roman-
ness”) you'll find in the modern city, and to the Aventine for tranquillity and stun-
ning views.

THE VATICAN & PRATI  North of the Vatican begins the Prati district, where
many upper-middle-class Romans who can’t deal with the nonsense of the histor-
ical center choose to live. Prati has wider streets and block after block of elegant
19th-century palazzi. Via Cola di Rienzo is the main commercial drag, with fash-
ion boutiques and some of the city’s best delis. Restaurants aren’t the first thing
that come to mind when you think of Prati (especially on the tourist- and pilgrim-
soaked Vatican perimeters), but there are some good spots to be found.

TERMINI/ESQUILINO  The area around the train station is a popular place
to crash because it’s home to (a) about 75% of the city’s hotels, and (b) almost all
of the budget sleeps. Trouble is, it’s downright seedy (drunk vagrants far outnum-
ber real Romans), and its grimy blocks are so far removed from the charm of
Rome that, if you spend too much time here, you'll likely walk away from Rome
with the wrong impression of what the city and its people are all about.



16 Chapter 2 Rome: Where All Roads Lead

GETTING THERE & AROUND

Rome has two international airports: Leonardo da Vinci (FCO) in Fiumicino,
26km (16 miles) from the city center, and the smaller GB Pastine (CIA) in
Ciampino, located 15km (97 miles) from the center. Both are run by Aeroporti
di Roma (T 06-65951; www.adr.it). Visitors coming from North America gener-
ally arrive in Fiumicino and those arriving via European budget carriers land at
Ciampino, though bad weather and strikes have been known to divert major
flights to Ciampino.

For most travelers to Rome, the most convenient way into the city from the
Fiumicino airport is with the nonstop “Leonardo Express” train that runs from
the airport terminal to Rome’s central station, Roma-Termini, every 30 minutes
from 6:35am to 11:35pm. The Leonardo Express takes 31 minutes and costs 11€
each way. From Termini, it’s a short walk, bus ride, or 10€-to-15€ cab ride to
your hotel or apartment. A second, more economical train into the city from
Fiumicino is the FR1, a commuter train that runs every 15 to 20 minutes from
5:57am to 11:27pm and costs 5.50€ each way, regardless of where you get off.
(At the airport train station, look for the double-decker train with Fara Sabina as
its final destination.) Note that the FR1 train stops at such secondary Roman
train stations as Trastevere, Ostiense (Metro ®: Piramide), and Tiburtina (Metro ©:
Tiburtina), but it does not stop at Roma-Termini. Tickets for both trains are avail-
able from booth agents, newsstands, or at yellow self-service machines, all located

The Art of Crossing Streets

Traffic lights in Rome are sometimes merely a suggestion. In fact, it's a
safe bet to assume that motorists and moped drivers will go through a red
light rather than stop, even in the busiest parts of town. Designated
pedestrian crossings mean absolutely nothing unless you are a nun or are
with a group of school children in tow (so if you see either of these, cross
the street with them). Despite a surprisingly low incidence of car-pedes-
trian accidents in Rome, there are plenty of close calls.
Some rules:

1. Never run across the street; if you trip over a cobblestone and fall,
you will become a human speed bump.

2. Never, ever try to jaywalk unless you have lived here for many years.
Instead, cross at the lights and zebra crossings (painted on the
street). Keep in mind that these won’t necessarily stop traffic.

3. When you do begin to cross, walk authoritatively and confidently,
and, if you can, look the motorists in the eye.

4. If you are crossing a busy traffic square like Piazza Venezia or Piazza
della Repubblica, go to the outer perimeter and cross the streets
individually that lead into the piazza, even if this means you must
double your distance.

—»by Barbie Nadeau
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Extra! Extra! Flat Taxi Fares Introduced
at Rome’s Airports!

In 2007, the city of Rome got rid of metered fares and random supplemental fees
for cab rides between the airports and the city center. The wonderfully simple,
new, all-inclusive flat fare from Fiumicino to the center of Rome, and vice versa,
at any time of day, is 40€ (with a maximum of four passengers per vehicle). The
flat fare from Ciampino to the center of Rome is 30€. It's standard to tip the
driver 3€ for courteous service, 5€ if heavy baggage handling is involved. The
new flat fares are great news for tourists—under the old fare structure, cabs used
to charge about 50€ (more if an unscrupulous driver thought he could get away
with it). So if your hotel offers to book you airport transfers, skip ‘em, since
they're likely to be more expensive than the flat taxi rate, and cabs at the airport
are always plentiful.

Tip: To look at the numbers, a taxi may seem like the least economical way into
town from the airport. But if you're traveling in a group, that 40€ and change to
get you and your luggage delivered to the front door of where you'll be staying
might be well worth it. If you do decide to take the train to Termini, just be aware
that gypsies love to pick the pockets of disoriented new arrivals at the station.

within a few feet of the train platform. Terravision (T 06-65958646; www.
terravision.it) offers bus service from Fiumicino into central Rome; the shuttle
costs 7€ one-way and takes about an hour to reach Termini station.

To get from the Ciampino airport into the center, buses are your only public
transportation option, as there’s no train service here. Cotral/Schiaffini (& 800-
150008; www.cotralspa.it) regional buses take you as far as Anagnina metro sta-
tion; from there, its a half-hour subway ride to Termini. Entrepreneurial
Terravision has flourished thanks to the European low-cost airline boom, offering
organized and comfortable coach service to the Termini area, with a schedule that
usually dovetails with arrivals on budget carriers like RyanAir; a one-way ticket is
8€. Newest on the Ciampino ground transport scene is the SIT shuttle, a bus that
runs from the airport to Termini station every 30 to 45 minutes; it costs 6€ each
way for the 45-minute ride.

WALKING

Getting around the center of Rome is best done on foot. Sure, the Colosseum and
St. Peter’s are great, but the soul of Rome really lives in the little piazzas and back
streets you can only see by walking. For orientation’s sake, you’ll find it tempting
to stick to wide, straight streets like Via Nazionale, Via Cavour, and Corso
Vittorio Emanuele, but it’s much more rewarding to avoid these traffic-choked
thoroughfares. Never mind that the doglegging alleys in the heart of Rome seem
to change names every few blocks—it’s actually a very easy city to navigate. Even
if you're a regular walker back home, keep in mind that Rome’s famous sanpietrini
cobblestones will do a number on your dogs after a few hours, so wear your most
broken-in, comfortable shoes (huge points if theyre comfy and fashionable).
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Rome as a Clock

An excellent central point of reference in Rome is Piazza Venezia, not the most
congenial of public squares but incredibly recognizable for the giant white mon-
ument to Victor Emmanuel II (often called the wedding cake or the typewriter,
but officially known as the Vittoriano) that dominates the southern side of the
traffic roundabout. Imagine the Vittoriano as the center of a clock:

12 o’clock: Piazza del Popolo

1 o’clock: Trevi Fountain, the Spanish Steps, and Villa Borghese
2 o’clock: Piazza Barberini and Via Veneto

3 o’clock: Termini station

4 o’clock: The Colle Oppio and Domus Aurea

5 o’clock: The Imperial Forums and the Colosseum

6 o'clock: The Roman Forum, the Palatine, and the Circus Maximus
7 oclock: The Aventine and Testaccio

8 o’clock: The Jewish Ghetto, Tiber Island, and Trastevere

9 o’clock: Trastevere and the Gianicolo

10 o’clock: Campo de’ Fiori

11 o’clock: The Pantheon, Piazza Navona, and Vatican City

The long, straight street that extends north from the Vittoriano is Via del
Corso, which slices through the historical center, ending at Piazza del Popolo and
the far gate into the city. This is a noisy, smog-infested thoroughfare that you
don't ever really need to walk down (the roughly parallel side streets are much
more interesting), but you should always know where you are in relation to it. To
get your bearings, you can always see the Vittoriano from Via del Corso.

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

Public transportation within the city of Rome is comprehensive, though not reli-
able. In general, buses in the city center should run at 10- or 15-minute intervals,
but often several buses from the same line are backed up at various stops and the
wait can be up to 45 minutes for others. Many bus stops in the centro have
recently implemented electronic displays that let you know how many minutes
away your bus is, and they’re surprisingly accurate.

Tickets for the bus, tram, and metro are available at green self-service kiosks at
Termini, Largo Argentina, and Piazza San Silvestro; they are also sold by news
agents displaying the ATAC sign, as well as at all tobacco shops (look for the
T sign). You can also buy tickets via your mobile phone if you have GSM capabil-
ity—send a text message to 48299 with the word BIT in the body of the message;
the reply you'll receive serves as your ticket (good for 75 min.). The charges will
show up on your phone bill. You cannot buy tickets on the bus or tram.
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Four types of tickets are available:

BIT (Biglietto Integrato a Tempo): 1€ for multiple rides on any tram or bus
and a one-way route on the underground metro system or the Ostia-Lido
train within a 75-minute time frame.

BIG (Biglietto Integrato Giornaliero): 4€ for multiple rides on all buses,
trams, and the underground metro system for 24 hours.

BTI (Biglietto Turistico Integrato): 11€ for all bus, tram, and metro lines,
including regional trains to Ostia, for 3 days.

CIS (Carta Integrata Settimanale): 16€ for all bus, tram, and metro lines,
including the Ostia-Lido train, for 7 days.

Monthly passes are also available for 30€. Children under 10 or shorter than
.9m (3 ft.) tall travel free on all transportation networks. You must validate your
ticket in the yellow machines on each bus or tram once you get on. (Feed your
ticket into the slot; the machine will wheeze and choke and then spit your ticket
back out at you with a time stamp on it.) Tickets are rarely checked, though if you
are caught without one, you will be fined 51€ on the spot. Validate your ticket
for the underground system at turnstiles leading down to the trains.
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Archeobus: Easiest Way to the
Catacombs & Appian Way

At just 10€, Rome’s hop-on, hop-off Archeobus (Piazza Venezia; & 06-
46954695; www.atac.roma.it; daily 9am-8pm) is the most economical way
to reach the significant sights outside the city walls. You can get on at
any of the stops listed below, but the best place to start is at the begin-
ning, on Piazza Venezia near the ticket kiosk. Stops include the Bocca
della Verita (p. 73), Baths of Caracalla (p. 80), Porta San Sebastiano
(p. 77) and the Wall Museum, the base of the Via Appia Antica, the
Catacombs (p. 77), and tombs along the Appian Way (p. 77).

Buses & Trams

Bus and tram transportation is operated by ATAC (T 800-431784; www.atac.
roma.it), which has a comprehensive multilingual website to help you decipher
the routes. Each bus or tram stop has an ATAC board listing relevant bus lines.
Express buses are green, double-length, air-conditioned vehicles; most other buses
are red and also air-conditioned. When buses are orange, they’re bumpy and with-

out A/C.
Metro

I prefer to take the bus or tram whenever possible, since they afford you a view of
the city as you get around, but Rome does have two underground metro lines (see
the map on p. 21), line @ (red) and line @ (blue). Lines @ and @ cross at
Termini, which is the only point of transfer between the two lines. The metro sys-
tem does not serve the centro storico or Trastevere at all (because of the multitude
of protected ruins under the old city), but the metro is useful for straight shots
across town, and it is generally efficient, though not nearly as encompassing as the
bus network. The cars on the red line are not air-conditioned, so avoid it in sum-
mer. Pickpockets are also common, usually in the form of trendily attired Gypsy
girls (who will look like regular Roman teenagers to you).

USEFUL METRO STOPS
Line O:

Ottaviano-San Pietro for the Vatican Museums and St. Peter’s (handier than
the stop called Cipro-Musei Vaticani)

Flaminio for Piazza del Popolo, the Pincio and Via del Corso shopping
Spagna for the Spanish Steps, Via Condotti shopping, and Via Veneto
Barberini for Via Veneto and the Crypt of the Capuchin Monks

Termini for the main train station and only point of transfer to Metro
Line B

San Giovanni for the church of St. John Lateran and the Holy Stairs
Anagnina for bus connections to Ciampino airport
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Colosseo for the Colosseum and Roman Forum ruins
Circo Massimo for Circus Maximus, Baths of Caracalla, and Aventine Hill
Piramide for Testaccio and Ostia-Lido trains to Ostia Antica and the

beaches at Ostia

EUR-Fermi for the Fascist-era monuments and museums of EUR
Ponte Mammolo for bus connections to Tivoli

Riverboat

Another recent addition to the public-transportation scene is the Battelli di
Roma (T 06-6789361; www.battellidiroma.it), or commuter boats that glide
through the muddy waters of the Tiber River. A 1-hour, multistop commuter trip
is just 1€ from Tiber Island up to the northern part of Rome at Ponte Duca
d’Aosta, with hourly stops at each docking point (which vary depending on the
season and water levels of the river). This isnt a very efficient way of getting around
Rome and don’t expect anything as scenic as the Seine—the only major sight along
the route is Castel Sant’Angelo. There are also seasonal options for guided tours on
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The Eternal Acronym: spar

Emblazoned on ancient monuments, manhole covers, water fountains, the
sides of buses, spar is one set of initials you'll see over and over in Rome.
So, what does it mean? It stands for “Senatus Populus Que Romanus,” or
“The Senate and the People of Rome.” It was unveiled 24 centuries ago,
making it the oldest acronym still in use, and it’s still used to identify all
public-works projects in the modern city.

the river boats, starting with a 1-hour guided tour for 10€, or a 25-hour dinner
boat tour for 43€, which departs from Ponte Sant’ Angelo at 8pm.

Taxis

Licensed taxis in Rome are white, with the red COMUNE DI ROMA insignia on the
door, and always have a meter. Technically, cabs are only allowed to pick up new
fares at taxi stands, so don't count on hailing one on any old street corner. You can
also call a cab (or have your hotel or restaurant do it for you) to meet you at your
exact location: Try @ 06-3570, 06-4994, 06-4157, or 06-6645. Expect a wait of
at least 15 minutes during peak times or in the rain.

Sometimes, no cabs are available at all. However, cabs are always plentiful in
the early morning, so dont worry about not finding one to take you to the train
station or airport for early departures. The base fare Monday through Saturday
from 7am to 10pm is 2.33€, and 4.91€ from 10pm to 7am; on Sunday and hol-
idays it’s 3.36€. For trips within the city (for example, to the train station but not
to the airport), a supplement of 1.04€ is added for each large piece of luggage.
For info on cab fares to the airport, see p. 17. Within the city center, tip your
driver 1€ for good service. Tip courteous drivers 3€ to 5€ for airport trips.

DRIVING

Driving in Rome is not as hard as it looks; parking, on the other hand, is a night-
mare. So, if your trip to Rome will be confined mostly to the city center, I'd sug-
gest you skip the car. Getting around the city is easy on foot, and the public
transportation system for both local and regional travel is comprehensive.

An additional consideration is a recent rash of vehicle arsons, which have made
it necessary to either add fire protection to your car-rental policy or park in a
secure garage, which costs from 10€ to 25€ a day.

If you drive in Rome, you just need to be gutsy. Do as other Roman drivers
do, because you're actually more likely to have an accident if you try to follow
conventional driving rules. Remember that there are no lanes on Roman city
streets, and jerking left or right on the steering wheel is the preferred method of
maneuvering your vehicle. Italian traffic cops—the locally reviled vigili urbani—
will stop you (though rarely ticket you, as a tourist) for talking on a cell phone
while driving, for speeding, and for driving down a one-way street the wrong way
(a common mistake foreign drivers make). The most important driving law to keep
in mind is that most of the city center is also closed to all but resident traffic. These
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restricted zones, known as ZTL, are monitored by electronic cameras that pick up
signals from residents’ permits. Your rental car won't have one of these electronic
permits, so you risk getting a ticket if you drive into a zone that is closed.

REGIONAL TRANSPORTATION

Regional buses to neighboring towns like Tivoli (p. 88), Cerveteri (p. 91), and
Viterbo (p. 91) are run by Cotral (T 800-150008; www.cotralspa.it). Cotral does
not have a presence at Termini, so you generally have to travel by metro to an out-
lying station (Ponte Mammolo and Cornelia are the ones most tourists will use)
to get on your bus. Bus tickets to such day-trip destinations as Tivoli, Cerveteri,
and Viterbo are under 5€.

Train travel in and out of Rome is very easy. Information about regional,
national, and international trains can be found on one handy site: www.trenitalia.
com. You can buy tickets online and pick them up at self-service kiosks at any of
Rome’s train stations. A second-class ticket on an InterCity train from Florence to
Rome (about 2% hr.) is 28€, and from Naples to Rome (about 2 hr.) is 22€. The
EuroStar (fast train) from Venice takes 4/ hours and costs 51€ for a second-class
ticket.

ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

Rome’s standard hotels are notoriously overpriced, but I am happy to report that
the city’s vacation rentals (my favorite way to stay here) are noz. Later in this sec-
tion, I'll list my favorite hotel values, but I'll start with the non-traditional choices
that transform tourists into travelers. In Rome, these unusual solutions—rental
apartments, B&Bs, even convents and monasteries—have two great virtues: they
are cheaper than standard facilities and, in almost all cases, more memorable.

SELF-CATERING APARTMENTS

Anyone looking to get into the local swing of things in Rome should stay in a
short-term rental apartment. A centrally located, “economical” hotel room in
Rome goes for about 120€ per night. It may be cramped and dark, with no
amenities beyond a telephone. For the same price or less, you could have your
own spacious one-bedroom apartment with a terrace, washing machine, A/C, and
a fridge to keep your wine in! Kind of a no-brainer, isn’t it? Properties of all sizes
and styles, in every price range, are available for stays of 3 nights to several weeks.

More so than other major European cities, Rome has a glut of centrally
located, affordable short-term rentals. Here’s why: In the Jubilee Year of 2000,
when Rome was inundated with religious pilgrims, many property owners reno-
vated their large centro storico apartments and cut them up into small, self-cater-
ing flats for rental to tourists. As a result, the city now hasa huge supply of quaint
lictle one- and two-bedroom, even family-friendly duplex apartments all over
town—and they have become an absolute godsend for budget travelers. It is very
important, however, to book your apartment through a reputable agency (I've
listed several below) that will be responsive should you encounter maintenance
issues, and one that will make your check-in and key pickup as smooth and has-
sle-free as possible.

Nearly every rental apartment in Rome is owned and maintained by a third
party (that is, not the rental agency). That means that the decor and flavor of the
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apartments, even in the same price range and neighborhood, can vary widely.
Every reputable agency, however, puts multiple photos of each property they han-
dle on its website, so that you'll have a sense of what you're getting into. The pho-
tos should be accompanied by a list of amenities, so if A/C and a washing
machine are important to you, but you can live without Wi-Fi, be sure to check
for those features. (In summer you'll want to opt for that A/C!) Kitchens are a
major selling point for apartments, and 99% of them have one, but don't assume.
Good rental agencies will also post candid descriptions of noise level, the amount
of light the apartment gets, whether there’s an elevator (and if there isn’t, how
many steps you have to climb), as well as a comprehensive breakdown of room
layout and sleeping arrangements. For example, if an apartment “sleeps six,” the
website should tell you if that means three double beds in separate bedrooms, or
one double bed in a private bedroom and two pull-out sofa beds in the living area.
Always clarify details with the agency before putting down any nonrefundable
deposits. That said, many great apartments have minor quirks that you'll just have
to live with—chalk it up to being in Italy!

One final note: Apartments in Rome vary greatly by neighborhood. In the
Vatican area, for example, rental apartments tend to go to religious pilgrims so the
decor will be spartan with little decoration beyond a crucifix on the wall and serv-
iceable (but not very comfy) furniture. It’s a newer neighborhood, so white mar-
ble will replace the quaint terra cotta found in Trastevere and the historical center.
On the plus side, these apartments are generally larger and you may even score
air-conditioning. Apartments in Trastevere tend to have more personality, with
lived-in-feeling furniture and lots of pieces of art on the walls. In the neighbor-
hoods between these two, expect a blend of elements.

About the Money

Its standard practice for agencies to collect 30% of the total rental amount
upfront to secure a booking. When you get to Rome and check in, the balance of
your rental fee is normally payable in cash only, so make sure you have enough
euros before you leave home. Upon booking, the agency should provide you with
detailed “check-in” procedures. Normally, you're expected to call a cell or office
phone when you arrive in Rome, and then the keyholder will meet you at the
front door of the property at the agreed-upon time. Before the keyholder disap-
pears, make sure you have a few numbers to call in case of an emergency.
Otherwise, most apartments come with information sheets that list neighborhood
shops and services. Beyond that, youre on your own, which is what makes an
apartment stay such a great way to do as the Romans do!

Recommended Agencies

The companies below are especially recommended because they rely heavily on
the American market, so their pricing is more sensitive (within reason) to the cur-
rent weakness of the dollar.

Roman Reference (T 06/4890-3612; www.romanreference.com) is the best all-
around apartment rental agency in Rome. Their no-surprises property descriptions
(with helpful and diplomatic tags like “better for young people”) even include the
“eco-footprint” for each apartment (how much energy it consumes). You can
expect transparency and responsiveness from the plain-dealing staff. I recently
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stayed in apartment no. 366 (85€-95€ per night), a cozy studio on Via del Corso,
near Piazza del Popolo, and it transported me back to my full-time Roman resident
days like no hotel could ever do! The kitchen was narrow and the shower ceiling
was low, but I loved being able to keep prosciutto and mozzarella in the fridge, lis-
ten to Italian pop radio on the stereo, and sip wine on the tiny rear balcony, over-
looking the courtyard of a trendy women’s clothing boutique. Roman Reference
also handles the rental units at Villa Fortuny, a wonderfully secluded complex with
modern units nestled beneath the greenery of Villa Borghese, just north of the cen-
tro storico. The large apartments (200€) here—most sleep at least six and have out-
door living space—are a great choice for families, or Mel Gibson, who stayed here
during the filming of The Passion of the Christ.

Rental in Rome (T 06/6990-5533; www.rentalinrome.com) has an alluring
website—with videoclips of the apartments—and the widest selection of midrange
and luxury apartments in the prime centro storico zone (there are less expensive
ones, t00). Like Roman Reference, this agency gets glowing reviews for its friendly
and attentive service. Some of its picks: In an old patrician palazzo near the
Pantheon, the Monthioni Palace (120€ per night for two people) apartment is
lovely Roman cliché of ochre-washed walls, exposed wood ceilings, and terra-
cotta floors. The Bevagna Garden (100€-120€ per night for two people) is a
modern apartment in the Collina Fleming quarter, a well-to-do “suburb” that’s
conveniently connected to the centro by public transportation.

Rome Accom (www.rome-accom.com) has a vast selection of apartments in the
most desirable central neighborhoods of Rome. This agency tends to have higher-
end listings, so you should only use it as a last resort if you can’t find any proper-
ties through Roman Reference or Rental in Rome. The site allows easy browsing
of all properties (without first entering your dates—a nice feature), and there’s a
handy option for limiting your search to properties under 150€ a night. The staff
will arrange for airport pickup, and drop-off as well. This agency carefully edits
what properties it lists and will even act as an intermediary between you and the
landlord once you are in Rome.

Bed & Breakfast Association of Rome (www.b-b.rm.it) handles both self-
catering apartments and rooms for rent within private apartments, some of which
charge as little as 30€. It’s a difficult site to peruse, but if you can sift through the
dizzying listings, there are some great accommodations options here. Pauline
Frommer used this service on her last visit to Rome and reports that “our apart-
ment was a charmer, right in the old Jewish Ghetto area on a street where tourists
rarely ventured. From our balcony in the evenings, we'd look down on our neigh-
bors feasting in the garden below, and it became a nightly ritual for them to toast
us after we toasted them and wished them a good evening. We had two large
rooms and a kitchen for less than 150€ a night, perfect for my husband and our
two small daughters.” Pauline’s experience points up the hidden value of these
types of accommodations: Not only will you spend less, but you'll also be much
more likely to meet actual Romans and see what the life of the city is like.

MONASTERIES & CONVENTS

Staying in a convent or a monastery can be a great bargain, but remember, these
are religious houses, which means that the decor is most often stark and simple,
and the rules are extensive. Cohabiting is almost always frowned upon (though
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marriage licenses are rarely required), and unruly behavior is not tolerated (no
staggering in after too much limoncello at dinner). Plus, there’s usually a curfew.
Most rooms in convents and monasteries do not have private bathrooms, but ask
when making your reservation in case some are available. However, if you're plan-
ning a mellow, “contemplative” trip to Rome, and you can live with these param-
eters, convents and monasteries are an affordable (and fascinating) option.

Note: Prices below are per person unless otherwise noted. When booking,
e-mail or call in simple English, as the sisters hail from all over the world.

Near the Vatican

€ Staying this close to Vatican City, at Casa D’Accoglienza S. Spirito ¢ (Borgo
S. Spirito 41; T 06-6861076; ssmsanpietro@libero.it; cash only) you'll be sur-
rounded by the pomp and ceremony of the Church. The rooms are spartan, but
you'll hear the bells of St. Peter’s Basilica every hour, on the hour, and see Swiss
Guards when you walk out the front door. It's 40€ for a double, 35€ for a triple
or quadruple, 12€ children under 12, 25€ students under 25. Curfew is at 11pm

in summer, 10pm in winter.

€-€€ Just across the street from the entrance to the Vatican Museums, Suore
Sacra Famiglia (Viale Vaticano 92; & 06-39091411; cash only) is perfect for
exploring this area (you can be first in line when the Vatican opens!), though this
convent seems a bit more stringent about the rules than others. Rooms are larger
than most of the others listed here. Price per room: 30€ single, 52€ double, 70€
triple, 83€ quadruple. No breakfast, and curfew is at midnight.

On the Gianicolo

€-€€ Suore Dorotee-Casa Fatima 4 (Via del Gianicolo 4A; B 06-68803349;
casafatima@libero.it; cash only) offers great views from the top of the Janiculum
Hill, tucked in a green area perfect for those who want to appreciate Rome with-
out the noise. The accommodations are more private and antiseptic than what
you'll find in most convents, and the businesslike reception adds to the hotel-like
feel. It’s 77€ per person for full-board double, 67€ for half-board, and 50€ for
bed and breakfast only. There’s an 8€ supplement on the above prices for single
occupancy. All rooms have private baths. Curfew is at 11pm.

Near Piazza Navona

€€ In terms of atmosphere and location, you definitely get your extra euros
worth at Fraterna Domus (Via del Monte Brianza 62, near Piazza Nicosia; & 06-
68802727; domusrm@tin.it; cash only). The rooms have such nice antique
Roman touches as exposed wood beam ceilings and cozro (terra-cotta) floors, but
they are “cozy” to say the least (you may have to keep your luggage closed in order
to navigate around the slim double beds). The bathrooms are even smaller, and
the shower is a spout hanging on the wall (no stall, so the entire bathroom gets
soaked when the water is turned on—but this is a quirk you'll find in many
European inns). It’s 50€ for a single, 80€ for a double. All rooms have private
bathrooms, and breakfast is included (additional meals on request). Curfew is at
11pm.
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Deal (or No Deal) Alert: Air-Hotel Packages
& Internet Hotel Searches

Rome is one of the top destinations in the world for travel packages, which
bundle airfare, hotel, and sometimes car rental (which you probably don't
need!) at one reasonable price. The cheapest of these packages generally
offer well-appointed if dull hotels in areas near the train station, but
there’s no denying the savings: In some cases, a vacation to Italy can cost
as little as $100 a day or less for airfare (not including taxes) and hotel.
The following companies are particularly recommended for travelers to
Rome (all have offered weeklong, off-season deals with airfares from the
U.S. and accommodations from $700 per person): Go-Today.com (T 800/
227-3235; www.go-today.com), Virgin Vacations (T 888/937-8474; www.
virgin-vacations.com), Gate 1 Travel (T 800/682-3333; www.gateltravel.
com), and EuropeASAP (T 415/750-5499; www.europeasap.com). See
“Packages vs. Independent Travel” on p. 622 for more on package deals.

On the Aventine

€€ Staying at the Villa Rosa 4% (Via Terme Deciane, 5; B 06-5717091; villa
rosa2000@libero.it; cash only) is much more like communal living with the
Dominican sisters than independent accommodations. The serene location, atop
the leafy Aventine Hill, is a world away from the chaos of touristy, trafficky Rome,
which makes retiring here after a day of exploring such a treat. Villa Rosa’s peace
and relative isolation lend a real sense of belonging to those who stay here. For
this reason, religious pilgrims, especially those traveling alone, flock to this lovely
convent. It’s 55€ for a single, 90€ for a double, including breakfast. Warning:
The Aventine is a residential area, with very few shops and services, and public
transportation connections here aren't as thorough as in other neighborhoods.

Near the Colosseum

€-€€ A supreme example of how wildly multicultural the clerical community
is in Rome, Santa Sofia %X (Piazza Madonna dei Monti 3; T 06-485778; santa
sofia@tiscalinet.it; cash only) is run by Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking nuns
from the Ukraine. (They speak English, too.) The rooms (45€ single, 70€ dou-
ble, including breakfast) are very tidy and the nuns keep their distance, giving you
much more privacy than many of the other convents. The location is just a few
blocks from the Colosseum in an area that is brimming with ethnic restaurants
and Italian favorites. Curfew is at midnight.

HOTELS IN THE HISTORICAL CENTER

Most visitors attempt to stay in this area for the simple fact that it puts them
within walking distance of most of the important sights of Rome. In terms of
authenticity and affordable dining options, the areas around Campo de’ Fiori,
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A Splurge with a View

€€€€ 0f all the views you might wish to enjoy from your hotel room,
the ancient Pantheon has got to top the list. Mere yards from the 2nd-cen-
tury temple, the recently upgraded Albergo del Senato <X (Piazza della
Rotonda 73; & 06-6784343; www.albergodelsenato.it) has well-appointed
rooms that are a relative steal, especially in low season (when the price
can drop to as low as 140€; hit it wrong and you may end up paying 390€
for that same room, though). All around, this is a romantic and classy
choice, with a fabulous roof terrace where you can sip wine with a bird’s-
eye view of the rooftops of the centro storico, even catching a glimpse of
St. Peter’s.

Piazza Navona, and the Pantheon are preferable to the Spanish Steps/Trevi
Fountain area, but hotels near the Spanish Steps have the significant bonus of
being near the Villa Borghese park.

Near the Spanish Steps

€€-€€€ It’s no secret that Pensione Panda (Via della Croce 35, at Via Belsiana;
T 06-6780179; www.hotelpanda.it; MC, V) is the best-value hotel in the Spanish
Steps area, and its 20 rooms get booked up quickly. Rooms (singles 65€-80<€;
doubles 75€-108<€; triples 130€—-140€) are spare, but not without a bit of old-
fashioned charm, like characteristic Roman cotto floor tiles and exposed beam ceil-
ings with light-colored wood. The cheaper singles and doubles don’t have a private
bathroom; triples are with full private bathroom only. The en-suite bathrooms tend
to be cramped, however.

€€-€€€€  Okay, so its Via Veneto—area location isn’t technically the histori-
cal center, but The Daphne Inn (Via degli Avignonesi 20 and Via di San Basilio
55; T 06-87450086; www.daphne-rome.com; AE, MC, V) provides an experience
that is something like staying with friends, or at least friends of friends. When you
arrive, the owners sit down on the worn leather sofa in the makeshift lobby and
explain the city layout; they offer suggestions and exude a sense of hospitality that
is unheard of in most hotels. They offer a wide range of room choices with shared
bathrooms or private bathrooms not in the room (90€-165€), or with in-room
bathrooms (130€-200€). All the rooms are clean and feature new mattresses,
and there’s free Wi-Fi access and a lending library on-site. One caution: Staying
here is not for those who relish privacy. There’s a sense that you're part of the fam-
ily and an expectation that you'll sit and talk about your day when you arrive
home (which can make it a top spot for solo travelers).

€€€  Just down the street from Gregory Peck’s apartment in Roman Holiday,
the Hotel Forte €t (Via Margutta 61; & 06-3207625; www.hotelforte.com; AE,
MC, V) is one of the better values in this area, in a classically appointed palazzo
shared by antiques dealers. Doubles range from 110€-180€, depending on the
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season and day of the week (prices are higher on the weekends). What the hotel
lacks in pizzazz it more than makes up for in its fabulous location on one of
Rome’s most beautiful streets. Front desk staff is polite, if not overly solicitous,
and the property has Wi-Fi network and a 24-hour snack bar.

HOTELS NEAR PIAZZA NAVONA, CAMPO

DE’ FIORI & THE PANTHEON

€€-€€€ At first glance, the Hotel Mimosa X (Via di Santa Chiara 61; & 06-
68801753; www.hotelmimosa.net; MC, V) may make you wonder how it can
charge so little for such a great location. The answer is that the property is owned
by a noble family that doesn’t need to make a profit on its hotel. Doubles (with
or without bathroom) range in price from 77€ to 118€. Rooms are spacious by
Rome standards, cleaner than a church, and nicely appointed, albeit hardly fancy.
This is a hotel for those who need a place to sleep, without the bells and whistles
and velvet curtains. The breakfast is hearty (think scrambled eggs rather than stan-
dard European continental) and the rooms are all air-conditioned. Because this
hotel was converted from an army barracks, the walls between some of the 12
rooms are thin, but visitors keep coming back and noise usually isn’t a problem.
When booking, mention Frommer’s to get a 10% discount.

€€-€€€ Beloved of student groups and budget travelers, the Albergo Sole St
(Via del Biscione 76; @ 06-68806873; www.solealbiscione.it; cash only) is the
oldest hotel in the city and overflowing with rough-around-the-edges Roman
charm. Doubles start at a mighty reasonable 95€ (without private bathroom) or
120€ (with private bathroom), and many of its rooms face the hotel’s peaceful,
ultra-Roman inner courtyard. Other rooms face the busy pedestrian street below,
which can translate to sleepless nights when the weather is hot and you're forced
to keep your windows open. (The lack of A/C in most rooms means that you'll
want to think twice before booking a room here in sultry summer.) You can pay
40€ more and move up to the fifth-floor doubles, which are air-conditioned and
sound-proofed. All in all, the rooms are comfortable and bright, with terrazzo
floors and antique furniture, but the real perk is all the common outdoor space—
sunny terraces and shaded garden areas where you can gaze out over the rooftops.

€€€-€€€E€ In the tangle of cobblestoned streets south of Campo de’ Fiori,
the Smeraldo (Vicolo dei Chiodaroli 9, at Via dei Chiavari; @ 06-6875929;
www.smeraldoroma.com; AE, MC, V) is the priciest of the “cheap” inns in this
neighborhood, mostly because all rooms have a private bathroom and A/C—an
important feature to keep in mind in summer. The warm and almost elegant
decor (the result of a recent refurbishing) also help justify the extra euros. All
rooms (doubles 120€-160€) have TV and telephone with Internet connection
capability. Definitely don’t be suckered into the hotel’s breakfast—there’s a ridicu-
lous 8€ charge for it, and you'll find a ton of great cafes across the street from the
hotel where you can get your piping hot espresso and fresh cornetto (croissant).

€€-€€€ A wonderful newcomer, on a quiet alley between Piazza Navona and
Castel Sant’Angelo, Relais Palazzo Taverna <X (Via dei Gabrielli, off Via dei
Coronari; T 06-20398064; www.relaispalazzotaverna.com; AE, MC, V) packs in
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the modern amenities and stylish furnishings—and fresh flowers in every room—
at very reasonable prices for this part of town. Decor employs an elegant Roman
palette of oranges, browns, and greens (and the odd splash of chic Asian-inspired
wallpaper), with brand-new, top-of-the-line fixtures. Rooms (doubles from
100€-210€) are spacious, if a bit on the dark side. The 16th-century palazzo
offers guest rooms only (that is, no public areas), but breakfast is served en suite,
and all units are equipped with coffee and tea makers.

HOTELS NEAR THE TRAIN STATION

You stay in this area because it’s cheap. Period. As in most European cities, the
area around the train station is not where you want to dine or really hang out.
Still, if you're looking for bargains, you'll find them at either of the places I rec-
ommend below, or at the dozens of little hotels that line the streets here (it’s pos-
sible to simply go door to door and bargain during slow periods).

€-€€  Part hostel, part hotel, The Beehive €<t (Via Marghera 8, near Termini;
T 06-44704553; www.the-beehive.com; cash only) falls squarely in the realm of
the odd but wonderful. The American owners say they conceived of this lodging—
cum-art show as a “kooky dream,” and they've achieved it. Rooms are decorated
with art pieces and flea-market treasures and are available for a variety of budgets:
20<€ to 25€ for a bed in the dorm, 70€ to 80€ for a double, or 30€ to 35€ per
person in large apartments off-site (on the seedier southern side of Termini).

€-€€ The warmth and gracious welcome that Gino, of Papa Germano <X (Via
Calatimi, 14a, 4 blocks west of the Stazione Termini; & 06-486919; www.hotel
papagermano.com; AE, MC, V) extends to guests is legendary in budget-travel cir-
cles. He’s simply one of the nicest guys in Rome, always ready to help out a lost
or confused traveler, and his modest guesthouse is spotless. It’s also inexpensive,
especially for those willing to share bathroomless rooms with a couple of others,
dorm-style (25€ in low season, 30€ in high season). Doubles with their own
bathroom and satellite TV are also available for those who require a tad more pri-
vacy (expect to pay 65€-85€). There’s a small discount if you pay in cash. Call
well in advance—this is a very popular hotel with the backpacker set.

€€-€€€ As you walk into the soothing reception area of Aphrodite (Via
Marsala 90, at Via Milazzo; & 06-491096; www.accommodationinrome.com; AE,
MC, V), you might wonder, is this a hotel or a day spa? Opened in 2003, it’s an
amazing oasis of tranquillity right across the street from the grime and chaos of
Termini station. Modern rooms (doubles 90€-120€; triples 90€-150€; quads
110€-160€) feature spotless wide-plank wood floors; bland furniture in light,
calming tones; and boldly painted canvases above the beds. The quality of the
bathrooms, considering the price, is also remarkable: Sinks have luxurious pol-
ished travertine counters, and the walls are done up in colorful mosaics. The
California-style rooftop terrace, which faces the white 1930s arcades of the sta-
tion, has redwood chaises, benches, tables, white canvas umbrellas, and boxes of
geraniums. Unlike other accommodations in the Termini area, which are typically
crammed in along with five other sketchy hotels into the same ugly palazzo, the
Aphrodite is the sole occupant in its recently restored building, which helps keep
the atmosphere mellow.
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HOTELS IN TRASTEVERE

Akin to New York’s Greenwich Village in its festive atmosphere, abundant street
life, and superb restaurants, Trastevere is one of my favorite neighborhoods and
highly recommended. The downsides to a stay here involve the nighttime noise,
which can be problematic (especially if you're staying above a popular bar or
restaurant), and the neighborhood’s distance from the sights in the historical cen-
ter. If you can secure a room here, however, you'll wake up to a time warp of
Rome as it was 50 years ago.

€€ It’samazing to find a boutique hotel room in the heart of popular Trastevere
for around 100€, but Domus Tiberina (Via in Piscinula 37; & 06-5803033; www.
domustiberina.it; AE, MC, V) doesn’t come without some sacrifices. It used to be
rented by the New York Times correspondents, until the owners realized what a
tourism gold mine they were sitting on. (Former Rome bureau chief Alessandra
Stanley, now a Times TV critic, was its last occupant before it became a hotel.)
Now, as a 10-room inn with breezy Mediterranean decor, it offers a prime loca-
tion in the heart of Trastevere, just 5 minutes from the Jewish Ghetto. But many
of the rooms are very small and the service is marginal.

€€€ The Cisterna (Via della Cisterna 7-9; & 06-5817212; www.cisternahotel.
it; MC, V) has been a standby for many travelers returning to Rome. Rooms are
modestly furnished with original beamed ceilings and low doors; room no. 57 is
the largest and room no. 40 has a terrace. There is a small garden with a fountain
for visitors, but the area, close to the busy Viale Trastevere, is often noisy and
dusty. While the hotel could use a few refurbishments—it is not as nice as others
in this list—it’s still a decent value, at 140€ a night for a double.

€€€ An option that takes you to the very edge of Trastevere, closer to the Porta
Portese gate than the church of Santa Maria, is the San Francesco <X (Via Jacopa
de’ Settesoli 7; & 06-58300051; fax 06-58333413; www.hotelsanfrancesco.net;
AE, MC, V), which is new to the area and will soon likely be a favorite for return
visitors. The doubles, which start at 135€, are small, even by local hotel stan-
dards, but the bathrooms are downright palatial. The San Francesco oozes char-
acter; one of its best features is a top-floor garden that overlooks the other
terra-cotta rooftops and church bell towers of this district.

HOTELS ON THE AVENTINE HILL

€€€ A trio of adjacent hotels under the same moniker offer very good value
for the rooms: the hotel Sant’Anselmo (Piazza S. Anselmo 2; T 06-5745174; AE,
MC, V) and its cousins, the hotel Aventino (Via S. Domenico 10; @ 06-5783214;
AE, MC, V) and the Villa San Pio (Via S. Melania 19; @ 06-570057; AE, MC, V).
The website for all three is www.aventinohotels.com. The neighborhood is an
upscale district where the residents demand quiet and decorum, which makes it a
perfectly tranquil oasis in the center of the city. Here you are just minutes from
the great restaurants of Testaccio and across the river from the nightlife of
Trastevere. The rooms have an aristocratic touch thanks to replicated period dec-
orations. There are very expensive rooms in the main hotel Sant’ Anselmo (dou-
bles from 180€), where celebrities and diplomats stay, but everyone comes
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together in the morning for breakfast in the garden. Rooms at the Aventino start
at 120€. Rooms at the classy Villa San Pio start at 150€.

HOTELS NEAR THE COLOSSEUM

Staying near the Colosseum is a favorite of large tour groups, and, as a result,
almost everything in this neighborhood has been diluted—from the fare at the
local restaurants to the character of the area, which seems to be dwindling at an
alarming speed. Still, waking up with a view of the Flavian Amphitheater is a thrill.

€E€E€€€E€E  Hotel Lancelot 414t (Via Capo d'Africa 47; B 06-70450615;
www.lancelothotel.com; AE, DC, MC, V) is a mainstay for consultants to the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, down the road. It has a
wonderfully homey feel, and the well-used lobby living room is a great place to
meet fellow travelers. The comfortable and immaculate rooms, from 115€ for a
single to 180€ for a double, aren’t exactly palatial, but they all have Wi-Fi and
ample room for you to unpack and spread out for a longer stay. You can relax on
the rooftop bar overlooking the Colosseum after a day of touring. The on-site
restaurant is a relic of old-style European pensioni, and serves family-style meals
at fixed times—another great social opportunity—and can accommodate the
requests of vegetarian, vegan, even celiac diners. On every level, service is well
above what you normally get at a hotel of this price and classification.

€€€ €€£€£€ A fanuastic find in medieval Mondi, the Antica Locanda <X (Via
del Boschetto 84, at Via Panisperna; @ 06-484894; www.antica-locanda.com; AE,
MC, V) is especially suited for couples not only because of its romantic decor, but
because almost all rooms here are “matrimonial” doubles (not twin beds). Each of
the 13 rooms (120€-250€) is named for a different artist or composer. The
Puccini is a cozy lair with a wrought-iron bedstead, buttercream walls, exposed
beam ceiling, and Oriental rugs on the handsome terra-cotta tile floor. The
Rossini is homey and elegant, like the guest room in your favorite relative’s house,
with a blue floral coverlet, brass bedstead, and dark-wood floors. In the bohemian
neighborhood, you'll find a number of excellent places to eat and drink (includ-
ing Rome’s bastion of Indian restaurants on Via dei Serpenti), and sights like the
Roman Forum are only a 5-minute walk down the hill.

HOTELS NEAR THE VATICAN

The worst deals in town are around Vatican City, where hoteliers tend to pilfer
the pilgrims’” pockets. Many of the hotels here cater to large tour groups and the
prices are almost always too high for what they are getting. The exceptions to this
rule are the nonstandard options like monasteries and self-catering apartments,
where the prices are fair. Another strike against this district: The neighborhood is
not within walking distance of Rome’s historical center and thus is convenient
only if you plan to spend the bulk of your time at the Vatican.

€€-€€€ A longtime budget favorite near Castel Sant’Angelo, the Adriatic $4t
(Via Vitelleschi 25; & 06/6880-8080; www.adriatichotel.com; AE, MC, V) is
located in a rather unhospitable-looking 20th-century building, but once you're
inside the hotel the situation improves greatly. Outgoing, courteous staff offers
guests a warm welcome and will do their best to ensure you have a pleasant stay.
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Staying with the Guides

€-€€ My good friends (and former bosses) Pierluigi and Fulvia opened
the Enjoy Rome agency and ran it for about a decade before selling it a
few years back. They decided they'd rather focus their efforts on their own,
personalized accommodations, and opened Colors Hotel & Hostel 1<t
(Via Boezio 31; & 06-6874030; www.colorshotel.com; cash only), which
is as delightful a place as you'll find near Vatican City. Here you can choose
from dorm beds or private rooms, some with bathrooms and others with
shared bathroom facilities in the hall. The most economical option is a
dorm bed for 20€; doubles go for 80€-130€; the most expensive is a pri-
vate triple room with bathroom for 160€. The establishment is clean, the
owners are friendly and helpful, and the place has a fully equipped kitchen
for cooking your own meals; there are also laundry facilities and Internet
access. The folks at Colors also offer two larger self-catering apartments
(called Valerio's Flat and Granny’s Flat) with rates starting around 100€ a
night. Enjoy Rome’s excellent walking tours (p. 81) can be booked through
Colors, too.

The colorful, comfortable, and carpeted rooms (doubles 90€-120€) are among
the most spacious you'll find in Rome at this price. Rooms at the cheaper end
of the price ranges listed below have shared bathrooms; the others have full pri-
vate bathrooms. In all rooms, there’s a 10€-per-day supplement for A/C. Some
rooms have private terraces, but all guests have access to a communal terrace with
equal parts shade and sun, and mismatched Mediterranean patio furniture. The
Adpriatic doesnt serve breakfast, but there’s a bar/cafeteria right across the street
where you can get your morning cappuccino and pastry for under 2€. With such
a handy location, the Adriatic is recommended by many guidebooks and gets a
lot of word-of-mouth business, so book as early as possible.

€€€ The Bramante (Via delle Palline 24; T 06-68806426; www.hotelbramante.
com; AE, MC, V) will at least make you feel as if you are getting what you pay for.
The rooms, which start at 150€ for a double, are modestly furnished, but the
walls are soundproofed, the beds are large, and the bathrooms are bigger than
most (though none have bathtubs). Plus, the included breakfast here is spectacu-
lar, complete with eggs and toast.

€€€€  Another fairly good deal is, unfortunately, often fully booked. Why?
Well, the Hotel Sant’Anna <X (Borgo Pio 133-134; & 06-68308717; www.hotel
santanna.com; AE, DC, MC, V) has rooms that are spacious and modern with rare
amenities like dataports and room service. Doubles start at 130€, though they’re
hard to score: The cheaper rooms tend to go to regular customers like cardinals
and journalists who have long-standing agreements with the hotel. Call far, far,
far in advance or else you'll wind up paying about 175€ a night double here.
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There’s a small courtyard in the back, and the location, 1 block from St. Peter’s
Square, is unbeatable for those who are centering their attentions on the Vatican.

€€€€  Well north of St. Peter’s, but just a short walk across the river from
Piazza del Popolo, the enchanting Villa Laetitia 41424 (Lungotevere delle Armi
22/23; T 06-3226776; www.villalaetitia.com; AE, MC, V) is the loving creation of
Anna Fendi Venturini (yes, she of fashion house fame) and a worthy splurge con-
sidering the level of style and comfort this boutique hotel affords. Set back from
the street inside a private garden, all 15 immaculately refurbished rooms (150€—
200€) and suites (250€—350€) have a kitchen, most have a private terrace or
veranda, and the furnishings are all from Fendi’s own personal collection of 19th-
and 20th-century antiques. This exquisite and low-key spot is one of the most
amazing new hotels to open in Rome in quite a while.

DINING FOR ALL TASTES

Dining out in the evening is the preeminent social activity for Romans and they
have made an art of it. That being said, Roman menus are often quite standard-
ized, divided into antipasti, primi, secondsi, contorni, and dolci. The antipasto is
your appetizer, which may be a bruschetta with chopped tomatoes, or some pro-
sciutto and fresh mozzarella, or a plate of mixed fried foods like olive ascolane
(stuffed olives). The primo is a pasta or risotto dish. Primi in Rome are usually
much tastier and more interesting than the secondi (meat or fish dish), but a good
abbacchio al forno (roast lamb) with rosemary potatoes can’t be beat on a chilly
day—yummm! The contorno is a side dish of vegetables, like spinach or arti-
chokes, or a small salad. You are not obliged to order every course, and many res-
idents confine their meals to a primo and some wine, which at about 7€ for a liter
of the house white or red, may be the cheapest part of your meal. Doleci are
desserts but unless I am craving a particular homemade dessert, I'll usually skip
the restaurant’s dolce and just get a gelato instead somewhere out on the town.
Likewise for the postdinner espresso. And often the best way to approach an
Italian meal altogether is to experiment. Ask the waiter for his recommendation:
“Cosa mi consiglia?”

A word on pricing: I've classified selections according to the price of the
primo. And if primi are cheap, secondi at the same restaurant also tend to be cheap.
Bear in mind that you will always find better deals if you move off the main
squares and try the quieter restaurants around the back corners, down the narrow
alleyways, and even in neighborhoods without a single tourist site or monument.

RESTAURANTS IN THE HISTORICAL CENTER

If youre not careful, you may find that dining close to the Spanish Steps and deep
inside the historical center is about style over substance, and with a high price tag
at that. Restaurants here are trendy and intentionally chic in appearance but with
less of the spontaneity and culinary exuberance that you find in Trastevere and
Testaccio. Nonetheless, there are some very worthwhile spots in this popular area.

Near Piazza Venezia

€ Despite its location on the heavily trafficked tourist route between ancient
Rome and the Trevi Fountain, Antica Birreria Peroni <x<x @ (Via San Marcello



Dining for All Tastes 37

19, off Piazza Santi Apostoli; & 06-6795310; daily Mon-Sat; AE, MC, V) remains
a locals’ favorite. The overriding mood is fun, rowdy, and authentically Roman.
As the name suggests, beer is the drink of choice here, so ask for a pitcher as soon
as you sit down. In fact, there are quotes all over the walls praising the virtues of
beer. With such a loving attitude toward drinking, it should come as no surprise
that the cuisine ain’t fancy—the kitchen at Birreria Peroni is all about simple,
time-tested, and filling regional specialties done right, like spaghetti all amatri-
ciana and rigatoni cacio e pepe (from 7€), a mind-boggling array of wurstel (from
kid-friendly hot dogs on up to fancier German sausages, from 5€), and meat sec-
ondi like bistecca alla fiorentina with home fries (12€).

Near the Spanish Steps

€€ ‘Gusto X (Piazza Augusto Imperatore 9; T 06-3226273; www.gusto.it;
daily 10am-2am; AE, MC, V) has succeeded in making the experience of dining en
masse both enjoyable and Italian in feel. This enormous restaurant complex,
which includes a wine bar (open all day), a pizzeria (open 7:45pm—1am), a drink
bar with the Italian version of bar food (12:30-3pm and 7:30pm-midnight), and
an upscale restaurant (7:45pm-midnight) is perhaps as trendy as Rome gets.
(Reservations are only required for the restaurant.) Most dishes are around 12€.
It’s a popular hangout for Italians and local expats who want to escape the monot-
ony of the quaint trattorie, and it’s a magnet for Rome’s glitterati, who flock here
on the weekends to be seen. If you are only in Rome for a few days, give this one
a skip and head to one of the more authentic Italian restaurants. But do visit the

cookbook-and-gift shop.

€€ For creative vegetarian and vegan fare, Il Margutta RistorArte (Via Margutta
118; @ 06-32650577; www.ilmargutta.it; Mon-Sun 12:30-3:30pm and 7:30pm-
midnight; AE, MC, V) is the city’s leading spot for herbivores. What this restaurant
can do with a simple zucchini flower is amazing. Established in 1979, the cosmo-
politan-feeling Margutta also attracts many nonvegetarians simply because the
food is so reliably scrumptious. Try the monster salads; tuck in for the famous
Garfagnana soup (12€), with chestnuts, pumpkin, and mushrooms; or sample
the vegetable chickpea couscous. Reservations are recommended.

Near the Pantheon

€-€€ Eating near the Pantheon is often synonymous with spending a lot of
money—with two exceptions. The ever-so-rustic Maccheroni 44t (Piazza delle
Coppelle 44; T 06-68307895; www.ristorantemaccheroni.com; daily 1-3pm and
8pm-midnight; AE, MC, V) is the first. Dinner reservations here are highly recom-
mended as it’s always packed with boisterous Italians. The waiters are flirtatious
and pin-up cute, but it’s the food that makes the visit worthwhile. Start your meal
with the buffalo mozzarella, which comes sprinkled with bread crumbs and olive
oil, and move on to the rigatoni alla gricia (bacon, sheep’s cheese, and pepper) for
just 7€. The house wine is Chianti, and the menu looks like it hasnt been
updated since the 1960s—which is lucky for anyone dining here.

€-€€ Not far away is Da Gino Trattoria ¢ (Vicolo Rosini 4, off Via della
Rotonda; & 06-68734341; Mon-Sat 12:30-3pm and 7:30-10:30pm; MC, V), a fave
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of the politicians who work in the nearby Senate. With all the ruckus in their
lives, I assume that they appreciate the fact that little changes at this tried-and-
true trattoria (and so do I). Ask the matron of the restaurant for advice and she’ll
likely suggest the specialty coniglio al vino bianco (rabbit cooked in white wine,
14€); if you've never had rabbit, this recipe is fab. Primi are 7€ to 10€.

Near Piazza Navona

€ An eternally chic spot for a midmorning cappuccino, afternoon glass of wine,
or late-night cockrail, Caffé della Pace <X (Via della Pace 3/7; B 06-6861216;
daily 9am-2am; AE, MC, V) is on one of the prettiest side streets in the centro
storico. Grab one of the outdoor tables here (or, if it’s cold, cozy up at one of the
dark-wood tables inside), and watch the pageant of Rome go by. At night, it’s a
hot spot for jet-setters and wannabes.

€ Dirt-cheap and immensely popular with young Romans, La Montecarlo 14t
(Vicolo Savelli 11, off Corso Vittorio; & 06-6861877; www.lamontecarlo.it;
Tues-Sun 12:30-3pm and 7:30pm-midnight; AE, MC, V) feels like a party every
night. Efficient, flirtatious waiters sling piping-hot, thin-crusted pies (from 6€) on
metal pans, and the beer and wine flow freely. If for some bizarre reason you're not
in a pizza mood, the primi (from 6€) and secondi (from 8.50€) here are also sur-
prisingly good. As at many popular pizzerias, reservations aren’t accepted, but dont
be put off if the line looks long: There are a ton of tables here, inside and out, so
it won’t be long before you're seated—just make sure Carlo at the front door knows
youre waiting. For its proximity to Piazza Navona, this place is surprisingly
untouristy, and they also serve pizza at lunch (sort of unheard of in Rome).

€-€€ The indoor-only tables at the always-bustling Da Francesco $X (Piazza
del Fico 29; T 06-6864009; Wed-Mon 7pm-midnight; cash only) are some of the
coziest places to be on a chilly night in Rome (but they can be uncomfortably
warm in summer). Whatever the weather, it’s a place for no-nonsense, satisfying
Roman fare—pastas (from 7€), meat dishes (from 10€), pizza (from 6€)—at
everyman prices. The only downside? Reservations aren’t accepted, so unless you
come early (by around 7:30pm), expect to wait at least 15 to 20 minutes outside
on a Vespa-intense patch of cobblestones.

RESTAURANTS IN TRASTEVERE

Dining in the medieval enclave of Trastevere, just across the river from the city’s
historical center, is always an animated affair. It has something to do with that
fizzy frisson of ancient neighborhood and young (sometimes loud) patrons.
Suffice it to say that dining in this district is a heckuva a lot of fun.

Most people consider the heart of Trastevere to be the area around Piazza Santa
Maria, but the restaurants around Piazza di Santa Cecilia on the other side of busy
Viale Trastevere are actually better. In particular, Via dei Genovesi and Via
Vascellari are havens for good food.

€ If you're just looking for a picnic, head to Frontoni <X (Viale Trastevere 52,
corner of Via San Francesco a Ripa, Santa Maria side; @ 06-5812436; daily
10am-8pm; AE, MC, V), where you can order custom pizza-bread sandwiches
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(3€-6€) with all kinds of gourmet fillings. Unlike most sandwich-making a/i-
mentari (delis), there are lots of veggies and spreads to choose from in addition to
the many cheeses and meats. The jovial white-haired men who work here usually
sing as they lovingly assemble your panini.

€ Later in the day, try Dar Poeta $t4X (Vicolo del Bologna 45, Santa Maria side;
T 06-5880516; daily 7:30pm-midnight; AE, MC, V) for what many agree is the
best pizza (around 8€) in Rome. It’s not Roman-style per se (the dough is a little
thicker, a la Neapolitan pizza), but the toppings are extraordinary, and creatively
combined. Kick off the carb-fest with the bruschetta mista, and get a beer, not
wine, to wash it down. The lines are long to eat in, but you can also walk up to
the host and order a pie for takeout. I always got the fior di salmone (mozzarella,
zucchini flowers, and smoked salmon) or the raglialegna (sausage, mushrooms,
and red peppers) when I lived down the street from here.

€ Of the vast array of trattorie, the most wonderful (the only word for it) is the
tiny Da Augusto <X (Piazza de’ Renzi, Santa Maria side; & 06-5896848; Tues-Sun
12:30-3pm and 7:30pm-midnight; cash only), tucked between Piazza Santa Maria
in Trastevere and Via del Moro. This is one of the last original, no-frills trattorie
in Rome, and no doubt someone will ruin it soon by redecorating its crumbling
interior. In the meantime, enjoy the ambience. Tables here are tiny squares cov-
ered with white paper on which the waitstaff will eventually write your bill. Have
what they recommend (the menu is basically for show), as whatever they've got
simmering in the back is freshly made with ingredients direct from the morning
market. Most plates are around 7€ and the soups here are addictive. Reservations
are hard to make because no one ever seems to answer the phone, but try anyway
because it fills up.

€-€€ A nifty indoor-outdoor place for pasta and seafood at very humane
prices Osteria der Belli <X (Piazza S. Apollonia 11, Santa Maria side; & 06-
5803782; Tues-Sun 12:30-3pm and 7:30-11:30pm; AE, MC, V) is right off Piazza
Santa Maria in Trastevere. The Roman-inflected Sardinian menu has an excellent
spaghetti allo scoglio (literally, “reef” spaghetti, with clams, mussels, and crus-
taceans, 9€) and simple entrees like spada al forno (baked swordfish, 12€) that
put other more expensive seafood restaurants to shame. On Friday nights espe-
cially, this spot is hugely popular with boozy old-timers—that’s not meant to be
a warning to stay away; indeed, come for the entertainment of watching these
characters at their least guarded, and expect to hear a few rousing rounds of tra-
ditional Roman odes to gluttony and sloth. Do watch your bags at the outside
tables, as Gypsies frequently beg in this area. Reservations recommended.

€-€€ Back on the southern side of Viale Trastevere, Da Enzo 44t (Via dei
Vascellari 26, Santa Cecilia side; @ 06-5818355; Mon-Sat 12:30-3pm and
7:30-11pm; AE, MC, V) is a far a cry from romantic. The tables are smashed
together, covered with paper runners; the shelves inside the dining room are lined
with cleaning supplies; and the lighting is hospital fluorescent. But the food here
is so delicious that Giuliano Brenna, the chef of the high-priced Asinocotto (see
below) eats here on his days off. Portions are hefty, with specialties like polpezti al
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limone (meatballs in lemon sauce) costing just 8€; the simple ravioli and car-
bonara are even cheaper and just as savory. In summer, tables are set out on the
cobblestone streets, at the base of an intersection, which means you may have to
move your chair if an oversize car needs to pass by. Reservations recommended.

€€  Also in this vicinity, Roma Sparita 44t @j (Piazza di Santa Cecilia 24,
Santa Cecilia side; @ 06-5800757; Tues-Sat 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-11:30pm,
Sun 12:30-2:30pm; MC, V) is a rival for the title of best pizzeria in Rome (with
Dar Poeta, see above). Part of it is the ambience: The owner, Ugo, makes you feel
as if you're a longtime family friend, and the setting, tucked in a corner of the car-
free Piazza di Santa Cecilia, is a great place for the kids to run around while you
wait for your meal or linger over a limoncello. Roma Sparita is just as delightful
on a cold winter day, when the fireplace inside warms the intimate lower dining
room. Pizza here is made in a classic wood-burning oven. The best is the rughetta
with baby tomatoes.

€€ On the northern side of Viale Trastevere, meat-lovers dream Il Ciak <X
(Vicolo del Cinque 21, Santa Maria side; @ 06-5894774; Mon-Sat 12:30-2:30pm
and 7:30pm-midnight; AE, MC, V) hasnt changed much in 40 years. It’s always
been frequented by movie stars and local celebrities, hence the name “Ciak” (the
sound a signboard makes when clapped before filming). Don't be frightened away
by the front windows, which look more like a taxidermist shop’s than those of a
quaint trattoria. They only trumpet the fact that this is a restaurant for carnivores,
especially those who love wild game cooked, with Tuscan flair, over an open grill.
There is almost no reason to have a primo plate here. Instead, try one of the inno-
vative bruschetta offerings like funghi porcini paste or hot pepper paste, and sip
your Chianti while Sammy, the grill chef, prepares your feast. Most second plates
are around 12€, but they are generous and come with roast potatoes. Note: Even
though reservations are mandatory, there’s always a line of regulars who just didn’t
have time to call. And even if yox did call, they will get the table first.

€€€ Spirito Divino $t4X (Via dei Genovesi 31 A/B, Vicolo DellAtleta 13-15,
Santa Cecilia side; @ 06-5896689; www.spiritodivino.com; Mon-Sat 7:45-11pm;
AE, MC, V) is not just a restaurant, it’s also a tourist attraction. The name, which
translates to “divine spirit” or “spirit of wine,” refers to the fact that the building
sits on the site of Rome’s original synagogue. At the end of the meal the owner
gives a guided tour of the basement excavations, which now house the restaurant’s
extensive wine cellar (sculptures that were found here are now in the Vatican
Museums). The menu flits across the ages from such modern fare as a 12€ bisque
di crostacei e mandorle tostate (with crustaceans and toasted almonds) to the restau-
rant’s star dish, the succulent maiale alla mazio (pork in the style of Matius, 18€).
The latter follows an ancient recipe that was a favorite of Julius Caesar and
Augustus: The pork is marinated for 24 hours in red wine with apple slices. A
truly memorable place to dine.

€€€ Asinocotto $1$<X (Via dei Vascellari 48, Santa Cecilia side; & 06-
5898985; www.asinocotto.com; Tues-Sun 8-11pm; reservations required; AE, MC,
V) is somewhat of an odd duck. Its walls are slathered by ancient Broadway show
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posters and gay pride is a large motif here. But everyone dines here—gay, straight,
and non-show-tune lovers—because it’s run by local culinary celebrity Giuliano
Brenna, who trained at some of the best five-star restaurants in Iraly. And you'll
actually meet Brenna, as it will be him who personally takes your order, explains
the menu in English (and he does a good job answering questions on the subtle
nuances of his innovative fare), and delivers the food to the table. This is not a
cheap restaurant—most first plates are over 15€—but the food is so distinctive,
I'd say it’s worth it.

RESTAURANTS IN THE JEWISH GHETTO

The Jewish Ghetto is a quieter version of the quaint Trastevere, and the clientele
(and overall aura of the area) is about 10 years older. No one gets very excited here
about anything, except about the genuinely good food you're served.

€ It’s hard to resist the sweet smell that comes out of Il Forno del Ghetto (Via
del Portico d’Ottavia 1; no phone; Mon-Fri 8:30am-1pm and 4-7:30pm) whenever
a new batch of goodies goes into the oven. This miniscule kosher bakery sells its
delicious cookies by weight, and they’re best enjoyed appena sfornato (fresh out of
the oven), as they tend to turn travertine hard after a few hours.

€€  On to restaurants: The selection at Al Pompiere <X (Via Santa Maria dei
Calderari 38; & 06-6868377; Mon-Sat 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-10:30pm; MC, V)
is not as ample as in other parts of town, but the dishes are solid and dependable
at this casual osteria, frequented by locals. And to be fair, they do the standard
Roman dishes like fried zucchini flowers and batter-dipped salt cod better than
most, in addition to preparing top-notch seafood pastas, which start at 10€ and
are always fresh. It’s a tossup between this gem and Sora Margherita <X (Piazza
delle Cinque Scole 30; @ 06-6874216; Tues-Sun 12:30-2:30pm, Fri-Sat 7:30-
10:30pm) for best hole in the wall. Sora Margherita may win, as it’s strangely
anonymous from the outside—there’s no sign and the entrance looks like the
kitchen door. But once you get inside, all is lovely, thanks to the classic Roman-
Jewish cuisine, done with style and dependable grace.

€€ In the very heart of the historical Jewish Ghetto, a stone’s throw away from
the ruins of the Portico d’Ottavia, Trattoria da Giggetto <X (Via del Portico
d'Ottavia, 21/a; @ 06-6861105; www.giggettoalporticodottavia.it; Tues-Sun
12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-11:30pm; AE, MC, V), is a classic Roman-Jewish restau-
rant. It’s been run by the same family for three generations, and boy, can they
cook. The fried zucchini flowers are stuffed with mouthwatering mozzarella and
the seafood pastas are exquisite. First plates here start at over 12€. Another spe-
cialty of the house: hot oil-boiled (not deep-fried, mind you) artichokes.

RESTAURANTS IN TESTACCIO

In an area formerly given over to slaughterhouses (now transformed into the
MACRO museum), restaurants specialize in meats from the guinto quarto (fifth
quarter), the leftover segments of an animal after the slaughter, like sweetbreads,
tripe, entrails, and other goodies you won't find on most American menus

(although you also find the standard cuts). I think this neighborhood has the best
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meals for the price (low) in the city. It’s just a short walk from the historical cen-
ter and just across the river from Trastevere.

€ Rome’ finest delicatessen, Volpetti $t4%<t (Via Marmorata 47; & 06-5742352;
www.volpetti.com; Mon-Sat 8am-2pm and 5-8:15pm; AE, MC, V), is a massive bar-
rage to the senses. If you even feign the slightest interest in a product, the helpful
crew behind the counter will have you sampling goodies, tasting the various olive
oils and vinegars until you beg for mercy. This is the place to buy vinegars and oils
(in small, packable bottles that start around 5€), cheeses, or cured meats to take
back home. The owners here will vacuum seal and pack everything for you,
including special gift boxes with local samples. You can also buy a slice of pizza or
order a custom deli sandwich to take away.

€ Ifyou prefer to sit to eat, go around the corner to the delicious Volpetti Pill - {
(Via Alessandro Volta 8; @ 06-57301439; Mon-Sat 8am-2pm and 5-8:15pm; AE,
MC, V), a self-service tavola calda (cafe or diner) with products from the deli. They
make the best potato pizza in the city, bar none, and you can walk away satisfied
for under 5€. The menu here changes seasonally; other than extraordinarily tasty
pizza by the slice, the specialties are lasagna and interesting cold pasta dishes, as
well as rice-and-chickpea salads.

€ Another great midday meal option is Il Seme e La Foglia (Via Galvani 18;
T 06-5743008; Mon-Sat 8am-1:30am, Sun 6:30pm-1:30am; cash only), a friendly
modern cafe with about five tables where you can get enormous salads (6€-8€),
among other lunchy offerings (tramezzino sandwiches from 3€), a pint of beer, or
just an espresso. It’s open late at night, too, which comes in handy when you're
famished after hitting the clubs around Monte Testaccio.

€ Mentoning “Testaccio” and “pizza” in the same sentence elicits only one possi-
ble response from locals: Da Remo %X (Piazza Santa Maria Liberatrice 44; & 06-
5746270; Mon-Sat 7:30pm-midnight; cash only) is a Roman institution. In the
summer, reservations at least 2 days in advance are compulsory (imagine that at
your hometown pizzeria!). The bruschetta here melts in your mouth, and every
pizza is made lovingly for all to see behind the open marble counters; the most
basic start at just 5€. If it’s too crowded on a summer evening, order your pizza
as takeout and eat it in the quaint park across the street.

€-€€ Testaccio has lately made a noble attempt to shed its grungy everyman
image with some funky wine bars under track lighting. Skip ’em (the wine bars
in the historical center are far more happening) and go instead to the always-inter-
esting L'Oasi della Birra (Piazza Testaccio 41; T 06-5746122; Mon-Sat
12:30pm-1am; cash only) which offers over 500 types of beer, including obscure
Italian microbrews. The meals here are either superlight (cheese and salami plates
for 6€) or beer-worthy heavy (goulash, bratwurst, and cabbage-based salads start-
ing around 8€). And the wine list is almost as impressive as the beer offering, with
many vintages served generously by the glass for 4€.

€€ On to the “real” restaurants: Perilli a Testaccio 142X (Via Marmorata 39;
T 06-5742145; Thurs-Tues 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-11pm) has been doing diners
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right since it opened in 1911. It was a frequent haunt of Federico Fellini; even now
it’s not uncommon to see local celebrities at the cramped tables inside. Not that
the bustling all-male waitstaff give them any special treatment; instead, all patrons
in this noisy old-timer are treated like regulars. As soon as you enter, you'll notice
seasonal fruits and vegetables stacked in baskets and plates on a table in the back
corner by the kitchen; the chef leans out from time to time to pluck what he needs.
I especially enjoy Perilli on a winter’s day when the hearty cannelloni (9€) warms
your insides before you get down to the serious business of devouring the superb
maialino (roast suckling pork). Both of these second plates start at 11€ and gener-
ally include roast potatoes. There’s no outdoor seating, and this restaurant is always
packed for dinner, so reservations are required (you can usually snag a table at
lunch, if you get there promptly at 12:30pm).

€—€€  If Perilli’s is full, a good second choice is Da Bucatino 424X (Via Luca della
Robbia 84, off Piazza Testaccio; ™ 06-5746886; Tues-Sun 12:30-2:30pm and
7:30-11:30pm; MC, V). It’s a true home-style restaurant, with garlic garlands and
dusty Chianti bottles, not to mention the head of a wild boar, on the walls. You can
almost always get a table, either in the main dining room, in the basement under
whitewashed arches or right on the cobblestone streets (in summer), often between
parked cars. The food here is always satisfying, and the antipasti buffet is certainly
enough for lunch. Da Bucatino offers some of the best secondi in the area, most
starting under 12€, with such standards as juicy pollo con peperoni (stewed chicken
with red and yellow peppers). The restaurant’s namesake pasta, bucatini all amatri-
ciana (thick, hollow noodles with tomato, bacon, and grated pecorino cheese) at
7€, is so sloppy good that the gentle waiters—two married couples and their droll
sons—are known to affix a napkin-bib to you if you're wearing a white shirt.

€€€ If you are looking for something more “dressed up,” consider the very
romantic Consolini all'Arco di San Lazzaro <X (Via Marmorata 28; & 06-
57300145; Tues-Sun 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-11pm), which is attached to the
Aventine Hill (with an entrance on Via Marmorata). In summer, ask to sit on the
flowered terraces, where you might spot a local soccer star on a date with a TV
showgirl. Seafood is the specialty, and a favorite is gnocchi with lobster sauce at
14€. This is not a family-friendly place. Reservations required.

€€€€ For haute quinto quarto fare, Checchino dal 1887 <X (Via di Monte
Testaccio 30; T 06-5746318; www.checchino-dal-1887.com; Tues-Sat 7:30-
10:30pm; AE, DC, MC, V) is a meat-lover’s paradise, set directly across from the old
slaughterhouse, against the slopes of man-made Monte Testaccio. It's a more
expensive choice than most of the other restaurants in this area, with prix—ﬁxe
menus starting at 31€. (There’s an a la carte menu, but this is the type of place
that you really make an evening of, ordering multiple courses and stuffing your-
self silly.) Still, Romans from all over the city keep coming back here when they
want a special, and very carnivorous, night out. Ask to visit the wine cellar, where
the ancient potsherds that make up Monte Testaccio are visible.

RESTAURANTS NEAR THE VATICAN

Across the river, into the area around the Vatican, dining is a mixed bag. By day,
restaurants cater to large groups that are moved through art lightning speed. By
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night, they’re inhabited primarily by priests and cardinals, and, not surprisingly,
eavesdropping Vatican journalists.

€ The cheeses and meats at deli-extraordinaire Franchi 4t (Via Cola di Rienzo
204, at Via Terenzio; T 06-6874651; www.franchi.it; Mon-Sat 9am-7:30pm; AE,
MC, V) might be beyond your budget, but the tavola calda is not. Here, a well-
heeled but ravenous lunch crowd jockeys for space in front of a tantalizing lineup
of freshly made pastas, vegetables, roasted meats, fish plates, and fritters galore.
Among Franchi’s fried products, its 1.50€ suppli—fried rice balls, bound together
by tomato sauce and mozzarella—are famous citywide. Since there’s nowhere to
sit at Franchi, everything is packaged to go in handy foil trays. Eat your picnic up
the street in Piazza Risorgimento, amid the tourist traffic near the Vatican, or hike
a little farther to Castel Sant’Angelo, where the castle’s moat has been converted
into a grassy park.

€ Il Mozzicone (Borgo Pio 180; &@ 06-6861500; Mon-Sat 12:30-2:30pm and
7:30-10:30pm; MC, V) is a tiny little getaway just a stone’s throw from the Vatican
City gates. There are no surprises on the menu here, just the usual dishes like fet-
tuccini ragli for 7€ and tripe for 9€, but considering its location, it’s the best deal
around. This restaurant is miniscule, so book a table to avoid a wait.

€€ Taverna Angelica (Piazza A. Capponi 6; T 06-6874514; www.taverna
angelica.it; Mon-Sat 7:30-11:30pm, Sun 12:30-2:30pm; AE, MC, V) is a standard
Vatican City—area trattoria specializing in fowl-based dishes like lentil soup with
pigeon breast for 10€ and duck breast with balsamic vinegar for 15€. It’s a pop-
ular spot for priests with higher budgets, and it's not uncommon to overhear
heated debates on church policy. If you're feeling peckish after the pope’s noon
Angelus blessing, the three-course, prix-fixe Sunday lunch (25€) is a deal.

A RESTAURANT NEAR THE COLOSSEUM

€€-€€£€ Its possible you will not have a more stylish seafood meal in Rome
than at the appropriately named F.I.S.H. <X (Via dei Serpenti 16; & 06-
47824962; www.f-i-s-h.it; Tues-Sun 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30pm-midnight; AE,
MC, V). The menu at this “Fine International Seafood House” is divided into
Mediterranean, Asian, and oceanic categories, and it’s about the best ethnic food
you can get in the city when it comes to sushi and nasi goreng. But the
Mediterranean menu is by far the most interesting, with the house dish being vo/-
cano di riso nero—seafood cooked in a bed of mixed rice for 12€. The atmosphere
here is sleek and modern, not your grandma’s fish restaurant.

WHY YOU'RE HERE:
THE TOP SIGHTS & ATTRACTIONS

You're only here for a few days, maybe a week or two, tops, right? So instead of
an exhaustive discussion of every important ruin, monument, museum, church,
and fountain of Rome, I've confined this chapter to a carefully edited selection of
the sights—grand to humble—that most impress and instruct visitors. I've pre-
ceded those listings with recommendations on allocating your time, depending on
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Touring the Vatican: Timing Is Everything

Read about people who waited 2 hours to get into the Vatican Museums?
The poor souls just went at the wrong time. As a former tour guide who's
spent a lot of time at the Vatican, I have some insider info that you'll
thank me for later: The line is much shorter (even nonexistent) on
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday afternoons. Mondays and
Saturdays are horrible crowds-wise, so if these are your only two possible
days to do the Vatican, I would actually recommend you save it for your
next trip.

T'll explain: The museum entrance (which is the only way to get to the
Sistine Chapel) is open from 8:45 to 10am Monday through Saturday to
reserved individuals and groups only. This time slot is cruise-ship and
package-tour central, and very crowded. At 10am, the gates open up to
the masses, and that’s when the monster lines begin to form. However,
around 1pm, something magical happens—the line dwindles to about 15
minutes or nothing at all. Once you're inside, you'll still have several hours
to explore the museums and Sistine Chapel, and then head down to St.
Peter’s. Just remember that no matter what time you go, you'll never have
the Vatican completely to yourself. Also, note that in the low season (Nov,
most of Dec-Jan, and Feb), the museum entrance closes at 12:30pm (and
they kick you out at 1:45pm), so you'll have to go around 1lam. The
upside is that low season means fewer all-around crowds. Check www.
vatican.va for the full schedule, which includes those Catholic holidays on
which the museums are closed.

If you decide to reserve ahead for that morning time slot at the Vatican
Museums, you're required to book a 2-hour guided tour as well. The cost
is 24€ (regular admission is 13€) and you can reserve by fax (06-
69885100) at least 7 days and no more than 1 month before you will be
visiting the museums. You'll receive a confirmation fax that you must bring
with you to the exit gate of the Vatican Museums (right beside the ticket
booth) 15 minutes before your reservation time.

Warning: Be wary of private companies that offer to get you these
reservations; some charge as much as 75€ for the service, but you can just
as easily reserve it yourself for a fraction of that.

the number of days you'll be in the Eternal City. I want you to fall in love with
Rome, and if you follow at least some of my advice, you probably will.

ANCIENT ROME

Ancient Rome may look like a jumble of fallen columns and confusing ruins, but
this area, which is the most historically significant in the city, is quite easy to nav-
igate and decipher with a good map and a good imagination.
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Chapter 2 Rome: Where All Roads Lead

Rome Itineraries

Following are suggested itineraries for short trips that touch on all aspects
of what there is to see here, from ancient Rome to holy Rome to 21st-cen-
tury Rome.

If you have only 1 day in Rome

The best thing you can do is change your ticket so that you can spend
more time here. Otherwise, start your day at the terraces of the
Campidoglio, overlooking the Roman Forum. You won't have time to
explore these ruins in full, but from here, you can see the entirety of what
was once the heart of ancient Rome, set against the backdrop of the
Colosseum and cast in the day’s best light. Take an hour to visit the Forum
and Colosseum, then head back to the historical center to the Pantheon
and catch the midday light streaming through the oculus of the ancient
temple. From there, walk over to Piazza Navona and have lunch on one of
the back streets to the west of the square. After lunch, it’s Vatican time.
Have a cab take you to the entrance of the Vatican Museums (by now, the
lines should have died down somewhat), and check out the Sistine Chapel.
Exit via the special “tour groups only” door, which takes you directly to
St. Peter’s Basilica. After St. Peter’s, you've earned a little break. Head
down to Campo de’ Fiori for a glass of wine or some gelato before going
back to your hotel room to freshen up for the evening. Have dinner in
Trastevere, and finish off the night with a trip to the Trevi Fountain,
where you'll throw in a coin to ensure your return to Rome.

If you have only 2 days in Rome

Two days are better than one, but not by much. Start the first day the
same way you would if you were in town 1 day (see above), at the Forum
and Colosseum. Take a few hours to explore these sights, then head back
toward Piazza Navona and the Pantheon by way of the Circus Maximus.
Have a quick early lunch at Maccheroni (p. 37), then head east to the
Trevi Fountain, Spanish Steps, and Villa Borghese. Stroll or sit in the
park for an hour, then visit the Galleria Borghese (p. 75) at the 3 or 5pm

The Capitoline Hill

The Capitoline Hill $X$X$X was the government center of ancient Rome. Today,
this iconic hilltop features a square designed by Michelangelo in the 1530s,
flanked on either side by the glorious Capitoline Museums (p. 58). It’s the ideal
spot to begin your explorations of the ruins of Rome. Though it’s open 24 hours,
best to come here right before dawn. Watching the sun rise over the ancient
forums is perhaps the most magical moment you'll experience in this city, and
well worth the sacrifice of a little sleep. In this first light, the ancient pillars sparkle

it’s

and the shadows dance below the columns.
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time slot (reservations required). Rest your feet and get a drink at the
Casina Valadier, then go back to your hotel to get ready for dinner. Eat
somewhere ultra-Roman in Testaccio (like Perilli or Da Bucatino) and wind
up your evening with a late-night view of Rome from the Parco Savello
(Orange Park) (p. 79) on the Aventine Hill. On your second day, start the
morning off with a lazy walk through the back streets of the centro
storico, concentrating on the areas around the market square of Campo
de’ Fiori. After lunch, head across the river to the Vatican. Visit the
Vatican Museums, Sistine Chapel, and St. Peter’s as in the “1-day in
Rome” agenda, above. After St. Peter’s, recharge at your hotel for an hour
or so, if possible, then go to Trastevere for an aperitivo (happy hour), din-
ner, and a passeggiata (stroll).

If you have only 3 days in Rome

Follow the itineraries above and add a half-day trip outside the walls on
your third (or middle) day. Head south to the Catacombs along the Appian
Way, or take the train to Ostia to see the ruins of Rome’s original seaport.
Or visit Hadrian’s Villa and Villa d’Este (p. 88) in Tivoli (allow the best
part of a day). On the third night, have dinner at a lively pizzeria like Dar
Poeta (p. 39) or La Montecarlo (p. 38).

If you have 4 days or more in Rome

After following the above itineraries, fill your last few days with what you
like best. For example, if antiquities are for you, spend an entire day
searching for ancient Rome by visiting the church of San Clemente,
exploring the Domus Aurea, and checking out the Wall Museum. If art is
more your style, dizzy yourself with Rome’s wonderful museum offerings
like the Capitoline Museums and National Roman Museums, near
Termini. If you are interested in the Catholic Church or religious architec-
ture, visit the five patriarchal parish churches and duck into any basilica
that looks interesting.

Once you've taken in the view, head around the back of the city hall to see the
entire spread of the Forum complex below, which is divided broadly into four
segments: the Imperial Fora (Fori Imperiali), the Roman Forum (Foro Romano),
the Palatine Hill (Palatino), and the Colosseum (Colosseo). It’s vital to see the
outlines of these buildings, as well as the original forum layout, from up here,
before delving in. From down inside the forums, you just don’t get this sort of per-
spective; instead, youre dwarfed by the giant pillars and arches.

The modern street to the left of this vista is Via dei Fori Imperiali, built by
Benito Mussolini in 1932 as a means to connect his famous Palazzo Venezia bal-
cony to the Colosseum. Today, archaeologists are slowly digging out more artifacts
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Cutting the Cost of Museum Admissions

For all there is to see and do in Rome, the city doesn’t do a great job of
making it easy or convenient. Unlike in, say, Naples and Florence, there are
no all-encompassing tourist passes that integrate museum admission and
public transportation. Instead, Rome’s visitors have to pick and choose
their deals, juggling a handful of different tickets to enjoy savings. The
integrated tickets that do exist are available at any of the sites they cover,
or through APT Azienda per il Turismo Roma (Via Parigi 5, or inside
Fiumicino Airport; @ 06-48899200 or 06-36004399; www.romaturismo.
com). It's important to note that most museums are closed on Mondays,
with the exception of the Vatican Museums and the Museum of Modern Art,
which makes taking advantage of a 3-day ticket purchased on a Saturday
or Sunday nearly impossible.
Consider the following:

* Capitolini Card: Adults 8€, seniors and students 6€, 7 days:
Capitoline Museums and Montemartini.

* Museo Nazionale Romano Card: Adults 6.50€, seniors and students
3.50€, 3 days: Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, Baths of Diocletian,
Palazzo Altemps, and Balbi Crypt.

* Appia Antica Card: Adults 6€, no discounts, 7 days: Baths of
Caracalla, Tomb of Cecilia Metella, and Villa dei Quintili.

* Archeologia Card: Adults 20€, seniors and students 10€, 7 days:
Colosseum, Palatine Hill, Terme di Caracalla, Palazzo Altemps, Palazzo
Massimo alle Terme, Baths of Diocletian, Balbi Crypt, Tomb of Cecilia
Metella, and Villa dei Quintili.

and chipping away at the ruins without sacrificing the street, which would crip-
ple the public transportation network of modern Rome. Don't let this street con-
fuse you or be distracted by the way the forums are divided up by fences, entrance
gates, sidewalks, and benches, which sit above still-unexcavated ruins. Though it
doesn’t appear so today, in reality these forums were part of an intricate network
of small streets and alleyways—much like the present city.

You should definitely come back up here another time to explore Piazza
Venezia and the rest of the Campidoglio, but for now take the back steps down
to the Via dei Fori Imperiali.

The Imperial Forums

Almost more complicated than figuring out what you are looking at is determin-
ing in what order to visit these forums. My suggestion: Start on the left-hand side
of the Via dei Fori Imperiali (facing the Colosseum) with a brief sweep through
the Imperial Forums of Trajan, Caesar, Nerva, and Augustus, which were built
between 42 B.C. and A.D. 112. The best preserved is the semicircular Trajan’s
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Market (entrance Via IV Novembre 94; 6.50€; Tues-Sun 9am-sunset), which gives
you an idea of what an ancient 150-store Roman shopping mall looked like,
though you wouldn't find Gucci and Prada here (these were primarily stores for
grains, oils, spices, and other supplies). Dont enter this site unless youre an
archaeology buff; you can just as easily get the idea from the perimeter. From here
you will also see the intricately carved Torre delle Milizie (Tower of the Militia)
on top of the market. Many poets have written that Nero stood here to watch
Rome burn, but historians differ and say he watched from the Colle Oppio
(p. 56). Farther down the street is the Colonna Traiana (Trajan’s Column), a
white column carved with war scenes from Emperor Trajan’s defeat of the Dacians
(who occupied what is now Romania). The statue on top is St. Peter, which fills
the spot where a golden statue of Trajan was pilfered in the Middle Ages.

The forums of Augustus, Nerva, and Vespasiano are below this street joined by
a walkway, which you can reach from Via dei Fori Imperiali or Piazza del Grillo.
The Forum of Augustus was inaugurated in 2 B.C. Its main structure was the
Temple of Mars, which the Emperor Augustus (known then as Octavian) built to
mark the victorious battle of Philippi in 42 B.C. Next is the Forum of Nerva,
which sits on both sides of Via Fori Imperiali. This forum held the Temple of
Minerva, of which there is still a frieze depicting Minerva, the goddess of home-
making and weaving. The final forum here is the Forum of Vespasiano. It was
dedicated to the emperor in A.D. 75, but most of it burned in 192. In 193,
Septimius Severus placed a giant map of Rome on the walls here. The maps you
now see on the wall opposite these forums were put there by Mussolini to show
the rise of his own wannabe Roman Empire in the making.

At the time of this writing, you can only visit the Imperial Forums (Via dei
Fori Imperiali; @ 06-6797786; 7€; English for guided tours only at 3pm Wed and
Sat-Sun) by guided tour 3 days a week. But again, it is not necessary to actually
go down into the Imperial Forums to appreciate their significance. It’s a much
more rewarding journey to cross the street and visit the free Roman Forum.

The Roman Forum

Armed with a good guide (written or human), you can spend an entire day at the
Roman Forum <<$X<$X (entrances at Largo Romolo e Remo 5-6, Piazza di Santa
Maria Nova 53, or Via di Monte Tarpeo; 9€ integrated ticket with Colosseum and
the Roman Forum; daily 9am to 1 hr. before dusk) and still come away wanting

HBO’s Rome: Scandalous—& Archaeologically
Accurate

Of all the screen productions ever made about ancient Rome, by far the
most faithful to academic reconstructions of the way Rome really looked
back then is the HBO series Rome. I've studied this program and haven't
found a temple, arch, or other public monument that doesn’t belong there.
With that in mind, consider viewing a few episodes of this engrossing
show for a better understanding of now-fragmentary areas like the Forum.
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Rome with Children

If you bring your children to Rome, don't expect kids" menus or highchairs.
Don’t get me wrong: There are few cities where children are more welcome
(even at fancy restaurants), yet they are accommodated poorly. Just bring
with you almost all they need or call in advance (if you make a reserva-
tion for dinner, you must also reserve the highchair, or seggiolino, since
most restaurants have only one or two).

Children under 12 generally get in free to museums and sites in Rome.
There are a handful of parks like the Villa Borghese and one in Testaccio
with playground equipment, but they are laughable in comparison to what
you find at home. Still, there are a few venues expressly for kids.

Rome’s interactive science museum, Explora @ (Via Flaminia 82; & 06-
3613776; www.mdbr.it; children 3-12 7€, adults 6<€; by reservation only
Tues-Thurs at 9:30, 11:30am, 3, and 5pm, and Fri-Sat 10am, noon, 3, and
5pm) is specifically for children. Built in an abandoned bus depot, the
museum delights kids with fun exhibits titled simply “Me,” “Society,”
“Environment,” and “Communication.” All the exhibits are in Italian, but
English-speaking kids don't seem to mind.

A little farther out of town is the Museo della Memoria Giocosa
(Museum of the Playful Memory) @ (Via Vincenzo Coronelli 24-26;
T 06-24407777), a private collection of toys assembled by Fritz Bilig, an
Austrian who fled Europe during Nazism. The toys are those that children
growing up in Europe between 1920 and 1960 played with. It is a museum
that the kids enjoy, and in which many parents feel nostalgic.

If you happen to be in Rome during the holidays, take the children to
the Befana Christmas Toy Fair (Piazza Navona). Stuck in the past, with
old-fashioned merry-go-round rides and a disturbingly thin Santa Claus
(Babbo Natale), it features rows of stalls dripping with candies and
Christmas goodies. Watch also for the beloved Befana witch, who brings
toys to Italian children on January 6, the Feast of the Epiphany.

more. To best enjoy it, pick up a detailed map from the visitor center on the Via
dei Fori Imperiali. The most central entrance is located in the middle, at Largo
Romolo e Remo. Rent a 4€ audioguide here, which will save you from hearing
others’ often misguided explanations. Warning: The ruins here are among the
worst labeled in the entire city, so without a detailed map, an audioguide, or a
book dedicated entirely to the Forum, you'll be left with only half of the story.
From the entrance at Largo Romolo e Remo, you should first cover the area to
the left heading to the Colosseum. Here youll see the A.D. 141 Temple of
Antonino and Faustina, which was reincarnated as a Catholic church in the 8th
century. Farther down the paved road is the backside of the Basilica of Cosmas
and Damian, which houses a Franciscan monastery with a well-placed balcony
overlooking the area. If you feel adventurous, go around the front of the church
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and ask if you can take a peek; there are many American Franciscans here on sab-
batical or assignment who will happily take you up to see the view.

Along the path in the Forum, you'll pass the barrel vaults of the ruined Basilica
of Costantino, originally known as the Basilica of Massenzio. This was the
largest structure in the entire Roman Forum and the last of the magnificent struc-
tures built before the decline of Rome. The giant vaults are said to have inspired
Michelangelo, who came here often to study them before designing the dome for
St. Peter’s Basilica. Nearby the Arch of Titus tells of Titus’s defeat of the Jews.

Heading back toward the entrance is the flowered courtyard of the House of
the Vestal Virgins, where anatomically perfect, prepubescent gitls tended Vesta’s
fire. Near here, a fragmentary, semicircular white marble wall is all that’s left of
the Temple of Vesta, where they performed their sacred task. They spent 10 years
training, 10 years as dignitaries representing Vesta, and 10 years teaching the
younger generation. At 40, they could finally marry, and legend says that deflow-
ering a vestal virgin was something Roman men fought ardently to do. Vestal vir-
gins who couldn’t adhere to their vow of chastity until they reached 40 were
buried alive. Not far away is what’s left of the Temple of Julius Caesar (its the
brown tufa stone foundation with a green metal roof)—built on the site of his
cremation—which is often adorned with fresh roses laid down by a Roman
woman who believes she is a direct descendant.

Finally, you will come along to the Sacred Way, which leads in the direction of
the Campidoglio. Here you'll pass by the Basilica Aemilia, which housed the
administrative offices of ancient Rome, and the Temple of Castor and Pollux,
whose statues flank the entrance to the Piazza del Campidoglio. The brothers are
widely known as the saviors of Rome—they appeared out of nowhere to inspire the
Roman military in a battle in 499 B.C. In this part of the Forum are several stand-
ing columns that mark the sites of once important buildings. Eight similar granite
columns outline what was once the Temple of Saturn, used as the city’s treasury.
The three white columns, attached by a broken slab of marble on top, make up
what was once a corner of the Temple of Vespasian. The impressive display of 12
columns (although 5 are not original) is what’s left of the Portico degli Dei
Consenti, and a tall lone column is the Column of Phocas, which was the very
last monument erected in the Forum in A.D. 608. Near this far end of the Forum
is the massive Arch of Septimius Severus, with its haunting reliefs on the column
bases of the defeated Parthians (who occupied modern-day Iran) being led to their
death in chains. See also the steps of the ruins of Basilica Julia, which was built
by Julius Caesar to house the law courts. Note the carved squares on the remain-
ing steps—these were board games used by those waiting for their day in court.

Also near here, look for the Golden Milestone, the point from which all roads
leading from Rome were measured. And dont miss the Rostrum, where
Shakespeare placed the delivery of Mark Antony’s famous address, which began,
“Friends, Romans, countrymen . . ..” The nearby Curia was the Roman Senate; it
was given a new wooden roof and bronze doors in the 1930s. The original ancient
bronze doors still exist—they now adorn the Basilica of San Giovanni (p. 80).

There is much, much more in the Forum than what’s mentioned here, and as
I said before, you could spend an entire day exploring it. But if you just want to
skim the surface, as I've done here, you can see the whole thing in about 1% hours
before heading next door to the Palatine Hill.
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The Palatine Hill

The Forum may be from where Rome ruled the world, but the wonderfully green
grounds of the Palatine $24X (Via di San Gregorio 30 or Piazza di Santa Maria Nova
53; 9€ integrated ticket with Colosseum and the Roman Forum; daily 9am to
1 hr. before dusk) are whence it all began. According to legend, this is where the
mythical she-wolf nursed Remus and Romulus, the latter of whom is said to have
founded Rome. This is also the spot where the proof of 8th-century-B.C. huts
from the Iron Age can be seen, depicting the first known settlement in Rome.
Emperors lived here, and you can easily see why—the views of Rome’s seven hills
are breathtaking.

The English word “palace” is believed to be derived from the lavish dwellings
on the Palatine Hill. Most of the larger remains you see here are from the Emperor
Domitian (this is another place worthy of a very detailed guide from the visitor
center). The areas not to miss, though, are Domus Augustana, the living quar-
ters, the Stadio (Stadium), and the Baths of Septimius Severus, which form the
outer boundary of the Palatine Hill. These are the prominent, frequently pho-
tographed ruins you see from the Circus Maximus and really show the mass of
these ancient dwellings.

Behind this wall of ruins, inward, are the stunning mosaic tile floors of the
Domus Flavia and the Pompeian red frescoes of the Ist-century-B.C. House of
Livia. The frescoes found in these ruins are on display at the National Roman
Museum on Piazza della Repubblica. There are a handful of artifacts found in the
excavations of the Palatine Hill in the large white Palatine Museum, which is
included in your entrance ticket. Don’t spend too much time here, though,
because there are much better offerings at the ancient artifact museums in the city
and the Vatican Museums.

From the edge of the Palatine Hill, you see the wide oval track of the Circus
Maximus, which once held 300,000 spectators in wood and stone bleachers to
watch chariots race. Rent Ben-Hur for a refresher of the history of this arena. Now
it is a running track for Romans and a concert venue in the summer. When Italy
won the World Cup in 2006, this was where the huge national party took place.

Arch of Constantine

Between the Palatine Hill and the Colosseum is the last triumphal arch, The Arch
of Constantine <X, that the Roman Empire was able to build, erected by
Constantine in A.D. 315. The decorations on this arch were pilfered from other
monuments throughout the city. If you study the battle scenes, you may notice
what art historians call a decline in artisan quality and detail—just one of the
many precursors to the fall of the Roman Empire. The ruins in front of the arch
are those of the ancient Meta Sudans fountain, which Mussolini bulldozed in the
1930s to make way for a road that has since been removed.

The Colosseum

No matter how many pictures you've seen, the first impression you'll have of the
Colosseum <$t<t<x (Piazza del Colosseo; B 06-39967700; 9€ integrated
ticket with Colosseum and the Roman Forum; daily 9am to 1 hr. before sunset) is
amazement at its sheer enormity. It is massive and looks as if it has been plopped
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down among the surrounding buildings, and not the other way around. Before you
enter, you should take a long look at the Flavian Ampitheater (the Colosseum’s
original name) from the outside, and it’s important to walk completely around its
500m (1,640-ft.) circumference. It doesnt matter where you start, but do the cir-
cle and look at the various stages of ruin before delving in. Note the different col-
umn styles on each level (if you can make them out through the black soot from
the passing cars). The structure is marked with movement devices now and is care-
fully monitored for cracks and structural weaknesses. (The city’s subway train runs
nearby and it is an alarming sensation to stand at the foot of the giant theater and
feel the vibrations below. There have been many attempts to reroute the subway to
save the Colosseum, but so far none has been successful.)

Tip: It’s a huge timesaver to buy your ticket for the inside of the Colosseum at
the Palatine Hill, where lines are generally much shorter. You can then bypass the
long lines here, or at least get into a shorter line to go inside. Only a few years ago,
the Colosseum was free to the public, but with the addition of museum space on
the second floor (complete with a shiny new elevator), visitors now have to pay.
You can easily tour the whole of the Colosseum in less than an hour unless there
is a particularly spectacular exhibit at the museum inside.

Once inside, walk onto the wooden platform that partially covers the center
and look back at the perimeter walls. The stadium could hold as many as 87,000
spectators, by some counts, and seats were sectioned on three levels, dividing the
people by social rank and gender. There were 80 entrances and historians say the
massive crowds could be seated within a few minutes. Most events were free, but
all spectators had to obtain a terra-cotta disc, called a fessera, to enter.

The Colosseum was built as a venue for gladiator contests and wild-animal
fights, but when the Roman Empire fell it was abandoned and eventually over-
grown with wild and exotic plants that are believed to have come from spores in
the feces of the beasts that were imported from Africa for the arena spectacles.
You'll notice on the top of the “good side,” as locals call it, that there are a few
remaining supports that once held the canvas awning that covered the stadium
during rain or for the summer heat. During the Middle Ages it became a palace,
and then a multihousing complex of sorts, with structures attached to its sides and
top. Much of the ancient travertine that covered its outside was used for palaces
like the nearby Palazzo Venezia and Palazzo Cancelleria near the Campo de’ Fiori.

Now the Colosseum is one of the most visited sights in Rome, and it has lately
become a concert venue, with performers like Paul McCartney and Elton John
setting up giant stages on the Via dei Fori Imperiali to perform free concerts for
up to a million people. It’s also a holy site: The pope delivers Good Friday Mass
here.

COLLE OPPIO

The gentle hill just behind the Colosseum known as the Colle Oppio holds one of
Rome’s most controversial treasures. Nero’s Domus Aurea (Golden House) 424X (Via
della Domus Aurea; & 06-39967700; Tues-Fri 10am-4pm; reservations mandatory)
was built on the singed site of ruins left over after the famous fire of A.D. 64,
which the eccentric emperor allegedly set himself. Originally the villa was a three-
story building dripping with gold on the outside and plastered with mother-of-
pearl and precious gems on the inside. That which was not bejeweled was instead
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frescoed by famous artists of the day. The fountains on the grounds and inside the
palace courtyards flowed with perfume, and one of the rooms had an enormous
revolving ceiling painted with zodiac signs and stars. There were man-made lakes
and forests surrounding a 35m (116-ft.) statue (in gold, of course) of Nero him-
self. It was as opulent as Rome ever was—nothing before it had been so expen-
sively decorated. But Nero was despised by the Romans and when he died in A.D.
68, the next emperor, Vespasian, set to work destroying and burying the palace.
The Colosseum was built on the spot where he drained Nero’s largest lake. The
ruins were visited by Renaissance artists like Raphael, who were inspired by the
frescoes. The site you see today officially opened in 1999, after many years of
excavation. In 2005, part of the Domus Aurea collapsed and the site closed to vis-
itors for about a year. It’s currently “open for restoration,” so rooms accessible to
visitors may vary depending on archaeologists’ work. There are still more than 30
rooms under the earth left to discover.

On the other side of the Colle Oppio is what would be an otherwise ordinary
church by Roman standards, if not for its hidden masterpieces. San Pietro in
Vincoli (St. Peter in Chains) (Piazza di San Pietro in Vincoli 4A; T 06-4882865;
daily 7:30am-noon and 3:30-6pm) has one of Michelangelo’s most famous works,
the statue of Moses 9X. Its angry horns are a result of a mistranslation of a Hebrew
text of the Old Testament in which the transcriber mistook the word for “radiant”
to mean “horned.” At the altar are the chains that the devoted believe were used
to shackle St. Peter to his cross.

PIAZZA VENEZIA

Piazza Venezia is Rome’s center square. This is where the city puts its Christmas
tree, where demonstrations usually start, and where the official New Year’s Eve
countdown is held. It is a square rich in historical significance and it would be a
wonderful place to spend time if not for the screeching, screaming, maddening
traffic that whirls around the center flower beds at lightning speed.

Il Vittoriano <X (Piazza Venezia; free; daily 9:30am-4pm), the Victor
Emmanuel II monument, was built to commemorate Italy’s unification under its
first king in 1885, so it is a relatively new addition to this part of Rome. Many
Romans consider it an eyesore. The most common complaint is that the marble
is “too white” in contrast to the worn travertine and warm ochre tones of the sur-
rounding buildings. It’s often referred to as the typewriter or the wedding cake for
its shape. Inside is a war museum, and on the steps in front is the tomb and eter-
nal flame for the Unknown Soldier. The best way to appreciate this monument is
to climb to the top; it’s generally quiet and empty, even though it offers some of
the best views, free or otherwise, of the Colosseum, forums, and expanse of
ancient Rome (especially from the newly opened Terrazza delle Quadrighe, which
is set at the very top of the Vittoriano; you'll pay 7€ and ride a sketchy glass ele-
vator to get up there). Take your binoculars and look out across the rooftops for
an army of statues of angels, martyrs, saints, and Romans that line the church tops
and private gardens all around. Theyre near invisible from below, and most are
long forgotten.

If youre a war buff, swing through the Risorgimento Museum, inside the
Vittoriano, on your way down. Its free, and it is entirely focused on martial his-
tory, with weapons, battle plans, and uniforms used by the Italian military. There’s
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even a bloodstained boot that Giuseppe Garibaldi wore when he was shot at
Aspromonte, Sicily, during the fight for Italian unification.

CAMPIDOGLIO

Set behind the Vittoriano, the Basilica di Santa Maria in Aracoeli (daily
9am-5:30pm) is one of Rome’s most celebrated Christmas churches when it
becomes the stage for a live Nativity scene during the 12 days of Christmas. The
floor is a medieval patchwork of worn marble, and the glass chandeliers provide a
dim light, giving it a positively eerie feel. The foot-worn tombs in the naves are
where the babies and children of Italian royalty were laid to rest. Tubby cherubs
line the walls, and there is a replica of a wooden statue of the baby Jesus which
was carved out of an olive tree from the Garden of Gethsemane near Jerusalem.
The original was purported to have magical healing powers, especially for sick
children, but was stolen from the church several years back. Tip: You can reach
the church via Piazza del Campidoglio, a much easier climb than the steep steps

of the church.

Capitoline Museums

The masterpieces in the Capitoline Museums $€$24x (Piazza del Campidoglio 1;
T 06-39967800; www.museicapitolini.org; 6.50€, or 8€ for the combo ticket
that includes the Centrale Montemartini; daily 9am-8pm, ticket booth closes at
7pm) are considered Rome’s most valuable (remember: the Vatican Museums are
not part of Rome’s collection). They certainly were collected early: This is the old-
est public museum 77 the world. Start your museum tour in the courtyard of the
Palazzo dei Conservatori (that’s the building on the right, if you enter via the
Cordonata ramp, from the Piazza Venezia), a hauntingly surreal space scattered
with gargantuan stone body parts (A Nightmare on Elm Street in marble!). They’re
actually the remnants of a massive 12m (39-ft.) statue of the Emperor
Constantine, including his colossal head, hand, and foot, from the Basilica of
Maxentius and Constantine in the Roman Forum.

The museum floor plan is straightforward, taking you through each of the
rooms in a circle around the building’s center courtyard. On the first floor, the
unmissable works are in the first rooms. These include a remarkably well-pre-
served 2nd-century bronze statue of Hercules; the Spinario (a lifelike bronze of a
young boy digging a splinter out of his foot; it was widely copied during the
Renaissance); and La Lupa, a bronze statue from 500 B.C. of the famous she-wolf
that suckled Romulus and Remus, the mythical founders of Rome. The twins
were not on the original Etruscan statue; they were added during the Renaissance
period in the 15th century. A personal favorite is the famed Dying Gaul, a Roman
copy of a lost ancient Greek work. Lord Byron considered the statue so lifelike
and moving, he included mention of it in his poem “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.”
Room 5 has Bernini’s famously pained portrait of Medusa. The rest of these
rooms are less significant artistically, so skim them without regret until you reach
the stairway to the second-floor picture gallery with several masterpieces,
including Caravaggio’s John the Baptist, as well as Titian’s Baptism of Christ,
Tintoretto’s Penitent Madgalene, and Veronese’s Rape of Europa.

At the end of the picture gallery, head down to the ground floor and the
underground tunnel that will take you under the piazza to the Palazzo Nuovo.
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Centrale Montemartini: Venus in the Boiler Room

Before the year 2000 Jubilee celebrations in Rome, the Culture Ministry relocated
all the statues not displayed in the Capitoline Museums to an abandoned electric-
ity warehouse outside the city gates, on Via Ostiense. Few believed the project
would take off, but the Centrale Montemartini <X (Via Ostiense 106; & 06-
5748030; www.centralemontemartini.org; 4.50€, or free with 8€ Capitoline
Museum integrated ticket; bus: 23 or 769) has become one of the most provoca-
tive venues in the city. The pristine statues, many of which had never been seen,
were set against shiny black machinery and spruced-up antique gasworks. The
result was, and is, stunning. This museum is a favorite of Italian school groups.

The vacant Tabularium, built in 78 B.C. to safely house ancient Rome’s city
records, was later used as a salt mine, and then as a prison. The atmospheric stone
gallery was opened to the public in the late 1990s as part of the Capitoline
Museums.

Once inside the Palazzo Nuovo, start your tour in the open courtyard with
the statue of Marcus Aurelius (behind bulletproof glass), which stood for decades
in the center of the Piazza del Campidoglio outside. This section of the museum
is dedicated to statues that were excavated from the forums below and brought in
from outlying areas like Hadrian’s Villa (p. 89) in Tivoli. Statues are well marked
and the floor plan is very straightforward. The masterpieces here are the 1st-cen-
tury Capitoline Venus, in Room 3 (a modest lass covering up after a bath;
Napoleon admired it so much, he took it back to Paris with him), and a chrono-
logically arranged row of busts of Roman emperors and their families. These
rooms are often filled with students of art history who study the busts for changes
in sculpting techniques. I've always wondered why young stylists didn’t visit,
too—theyre equally telling of changes in hairstyles and fashion during the
Roman Empire. Staring at the vacant eyes of these real people from the past is per-
haps my favorite thing to do in Rome on a winter’s afternoon.

These museums can be seen in a couple of hours, if you are pressed for time.
Your integrated ticket is good for multiple entrances for 3 days, so you can even
revisit them.

VATICAN CITY

For many people, it is virtually impossible to separate Vatican City from Rome.
The two entities seem to intertwine as one bustling metropolis, though, in real-
ity, they are very distinct places. Vatican City, called the Holy See, has been an
independent state since 1929, when Mussolini and Pope Pius XII signed the
Lateran Pact giving Vatican City sovereignty and giving the pope ultimate control
over this tiny parcel of land bordered by the Vatican walls. There are 800 mostly
male residents in Vatican City, which has its own independent government, inde-
pendent passports, embassies, and diplomatic status with nearly every country in
the world. In addition, Vatican City has its own army, its own media outlets, its
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The Swiss Guard

The Vatican army, or Swiss Guard, is made up of 100 Swiss men: 4 officers,
1 chaplain, 23 noncommissioned officers, 70 halberdiers (weapon carri-
ers), and 2 drummers. In many ways they are a modern-day male version
of the ancient Vestal Virgins (p. 54), though instead of the sacred flame
of vestal, they are tasked with protecting the pope when he travels, and
with keeping harm from the Apostolic Palace within Vatican City. Their col-
orful formal uniforms were designed by Michelangelo in the colors of the
Medici family. They live within the walls of Vatican City and must not marry
until their duty is complete—they serve between 2 and 25 years. Recruits
must be under 30 and at least 1.7m (5 ft., 8 in.) tall. And, of course, they
must be upstanding Roman Catholics, as witnessed by their parish priests.

own well-stocked international pharmacy, and a postal system far more efficient
than the regular Italian post. Popes representing the Vatican have always had the
ear of, or at least been given royal treatment by, key world leaders. In theory, the
Vatican is not supposed to meddle in Italian politics; the Church’s influence is,
however, often obvious in policymaking in Italy, which has recently adopted fer-
tility laws backed by the Holy See and continues to hold conservative views on
gay marriage.

St. Peter’s Basilica

The sensible place to start your visit to Vatican City is St. Peter’s Basilica $t$<x
(Piazza San Pietro; & 06-69881662; www.vatican.va; free; Oct-Mar 7am-6pm,
until 7pm rest of year). Enter via metal detectors on the right-hand side of the
piazza (facing the church). There’s a barricade near the foot of the steps into the
church where your attire will be scrutinized by the Vatican’s fashion police, who
enforce a strict dress code. No one wearing shorts is allowed inside. (There are
dressing rooms behind the main steps into the church to change into more appro-
priate clothing.) At the top of the steps into the church, the queue divides again
between the chiesa, which leads to the inside of the church, and the Cupola, which
takes you to the top of the dome. Visit the church before the Cupola.

The current church took 120 years to build. It was completed in 1626 on the
site of the original church that had been built 1,300 years earlier. A few remnants
of the original basilica still exist, like the Giotto mosaic in the portico just oppo-
site the main entrance door. Once inside, the natural tendency is to veer to your
right to see Michelangelo’s famous Piez first. But you'll have a much better per-
spective of the sheer magnitude of this basilica if you walk down the center aisle
all the way to the front (unless it is set up with chairs or otherwise closed for an
event, which is common around Easter). While walking up the middle aisle, look
for the various names of churches and brass lines inscribed into the marble
floor—they identify the length of those churches compared to St. Peter’s.

Head toward Bernini’s baroque baldacchino, or canopy, over the main altar,
reserved for the pope. The exquisitely detailed canopy is made from the bronze
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that may have once adorned the porch of the Pantheon. The design is inspired by
a Mesopotamian tradition of draping woven silks made in Baghdad over a four-
poster framework to mark a holy site. Bernini sculpted the face of a woman on
the marble bases of each of the pillars, whose countenance is progressively con-
torted in childbirth pain starting with the first face on the left pillar (with your
back to the entrance of the church). Circle the entire altar to see the progression
until the fourth pillar, where the woman’s face is replaced with a newborn’s unmis-
takable mug.

Below the main altar in the enclave surrounded by steps is a tiny shrine with
a modest 9th-century mosaic of Christ, again from the original church. Below
that are what are believed by the devout to be the bones of St. Peter. From here,
the top spot for pilgrims to the basilica tends to be the bronze statue of St. Peter
just behind the altar. There is usually a short queue to kiss his worn foot.

From Bernini’s baldacchino, head to the right side of the church to visit the
important chapels. In the first one near the entrance is the Piez, Michelangelo’s
first major work, completed when he was 25 years old. The crowds are thickest
here, but they tend to move quickly, so it’s easy to stand at the front for a few
moments. From behind the baluster, it’s difficult to spot Michelangelo’s signature

across the Virgin Mary’s chest.
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Other highlights include the only original painting left in this church, the
Trinity by Pietro da Cortona, in the third chapel. The rest have been replaced with
replicas made from mosaic tiles. At the very back of the church, pilgrims can
attend Mass (check the sign at the entrance to the pews for times) under Bernini’s
Throne to St. Peter. Toward the papal altar, displayed on the pillars that support
the giant dome, are several artifacts important to Catholics, including a fragment
from the True Cross and a statue of St. Veronica holding a cloth she used to wipe
Christ’s face. All along the side aisles are chapels, shrines, altars, and monuments.
These are generally not well marked, though they are worth exploring. The
Vatican sells a guidebook that will give you more detail on these shrines.

The Crypt

Once you've finished exploring the inside of St. Peter’s, head down to the grottoes
below the current church, and above the necropolis of the ancient church. Down
here are the tombs of dozens of popes from the last 5 centuries, including that of
the beloved Pope John Paul II, who died in April 2005.

The Cupola

Visiting the dome of St. Peter’s is an essential way to connect the various entities of
Vatican City that you can see from above. Follow signs on the right-hand side of the
basilica for the Cupola X (4€, 6€ with elevator; Oct-Apr daily 8am-4:45pm, until
5:45 rest of year). The first “get-off” point is the inner rim just under
Michelangelo’s dome, which allows you to appreciate both the detailed mosaics of
the dome’s interior and the intricate marble designs on the floor of the church. The
mesh fence is to deter suicides, a common problem here in the 1980s. When you
leave the inner dome, follow the tiny signs for the Cupola to get to the very tip,

Pope Spotting

Millions of devout Catholics come to Vatican City each year to make a religious
pilgrimage and, more recently, to catch a glimpse of Pope Benedict XVI, who
blesses the faithful and the curious alike in St. Peter's Square every Sunday at
noon when he is in Rome. Go early if you want to see him in his apartment win-
dow above Bernini’s colonnade. The best place to stand is near the obelisk in the
center of the square, though these spots are generally taken by locals in the know.
The pope also holds a public audience each Wednesday, in St. Peter’'s Square on
sunny days and in the Sala Nervi auditorium when the weather is grim. You must
apply for the free papal audience through the Prefettura della Casa Pontificia
(T 06-69883114 or 06-69883273; fax 06-69885863; Mon-Sat 9am-1:30pm), or,
if you're a Catholic, through your local parish priest. Tickets must be picked up
the morning of the audience at the bronze door to the left of St. Peter’s Basilica
on St. Peter’s Square.

You can write to the pope (which often results in an autographed photo) at
His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, Apostolic Palace, Vatican City, EUROPE 00120. He
also has an e-mail address: benedictxvi@vatican.va.
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The Scavi Tour: Descending to Peter’s Tomb <tix

Some 12m (40 ft.) beneath the behemoth that is St. Peter’s Basilica are
Catacomb-like excavations where most experts believe St. Peter was buried after
his crucifixion in A.D. 64. With all the gravitas you might expect in such a place,
hushed-voiced priests lead small groups of huddled visitors-in-the-know through
the ancient tunnels of the Vatican necropolis. The taut and spiritually fraught nar-
ration about the relatively recent discovery of some actual bones (and the strong
archaeological evidence that they are Peter’s) is as thrilling as any Dan Brown
novel. To secure a spot on one of these highly sought-after tours, write to the
Ufficio degli Scavi (T 06-69885318; fax 06-69885518; scavi@fsp.va; 10€).
Because the tour has gotten more press in recent years, it's become more exclu-
sive: Often you can only get in with a letter of recommendation from your parish
priest or from a professor if you are a student of archaeology. If you're interested,
apply well in advance, and follow up with the office yourself because they won't
track you down. English-language tours must be booked at least 25 days in
advance, and children under 12 are not allowed to take the tour.

which takes about 20 minutes to reach from here. It is well worth making this trek
to get a view of the Vatican’s walls and Rome from the city’s highest point. But do
this only if you can physically manage. The passageway near the upper reaches is
shoulder-width on an average person, and it is very crowded, with few options for
resting, and absolutely no way to turn back until you've reached the top.

The Vatican Museums

There are many ways to visit the Vatican Museums $t$Z$ (Viale del Vaticano;
T 06-69883333; www.vatican.va; 13€ adults, 8€ seniors and students, 24€
reserved with guided tour; Mar-Oct Mon-Fri 10am-3:30pm, Sat 10am-1:30pm;
Nov-Feb Mon-Sat 10am-12:30pm; closed Catholic holidays). If you're in Rome for
only a day or two, consider the 24€ guided tour with reserved ticket (entrance
before 10am). The tour takes 2 hours to cover the highlights, and you'll probably
save at least that much time by avoiding lines, though you might feel rushed if
youre interested in poring over certain artworks at greater length. Note: The
Vatican’s hours change on holidays and seasonally. For the most up-to-the-minute
schedules, head to www.vatican.va and navigate to the current hours.

There are also four color-coded, self-guided itineraries through the massive
museums, which take between 2 and 5 hours, depending on the care with which
you peruse the collections. The quickest way to see the museums, if youre among
the first 100 in, is to head straight for the Sistine Chapel—following the often
hidden signs—when you enter the main museum, and then make your way back
around to the various rooms and galleries you want to see. If you are in the mid-
dle of thousands and thousands of visitors who are allowed to enter the museums
at the same time, this shortcut won’t make much difference because the Sistine
Chapel will be jam-packed no matter how quickly you get there.
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In 2000, the Vatican Museums installed metal detectors to deter both vandal-
ism and terrorism, so the entrance to the museums is something like boarding a
commercial flight. Large monitors flash listings of closed exhibits, and there is a
general sense of hasty movement, as tour leaders try to keep their groups close by
and Vatican guards move the crowds quickly to let more inside. Do your best to
weave through these groups and take the escalator to the mezzanine floor and the
ticket booth. A separate booth rents audioguides, which are very well done and
offer enlightening explanations. (Note that if you rent an audioguide, you’ll have
to leave ID as collateral, and you must return the audioguide at this desk, which
means you can’t leave the museums via the handy “secret” exit of the Sistine
Chapel that leads straight to St. Peter’s.)

If you can only spend a few hours here, narrow your tour to include only the
Sistine Chapel, Raphael Rooms, the Pio-Clementine ancient sculpture col-
lections, and the Gallery of the Maps.

As with most museums, your own tastes should dictate where you focus your
attention, but the following highlights should help you narrow down the choices:

Appartamento Borgia: The six rooms of these apartments are decorated
with religious frescoes focused on biblical themes. They were originally
designed for the Borgia Pope Alexander VI (1492-1503).

Museo Gregoriano Profano: This small set of rooms houses sculptures
found at the Baths of Caracalla (p. 80). The Greek statues are from the 4th
and 5th centuries B.C.; the Roman statues are from the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd cen-
turies A.D.

Galleria delle Carte Geografiche: The 120m-long (394-ft.) Gallery of
Maps was commissioned by Pope Gregory XIII. The frescoed maps were first
drawn by Ignazio Danti of Perugia from 1580 to 1583 to represent each
region, city, and island of Italy.

Pio-Clementine Museums: Here you'll see some of the world’s finest Greek
and Roman sculpture, including the Apollo Belvedere, the Laocoon group, and
the Belvedere torso.

Museo Egiziano: The collections in these rooms represent ancient Egyptian
art from 3000 to 600 B.C., including mummies, a depiction of a baboon god,
and marble statues of significant leaders like 7rono di Rameses 1.
Pinacoteca: The picture galleries include many masterpieces collected by
various popes and cardinals over the ages, including some of the most famous
works in the Vatican—Giotto’s Stefaneschi Triptych, Raphael’s The
Transfiguration (his last work), and Caravaggio’s Entombment.

Stanze di Raffaello, Loggia di Raffaello, Cappella di Niccolo V: The
Raphael Rooms are among the finest museum offerings in the world. These
rooms were originally used as the Papal Suite and designed by Raphael when
he was only 26 years old. If you can, see these in the order in which they were
painted, starting with the Study (Stanza della Segnatura), which was com-
pleted between 1508 and 1511 on the theme of the triumph of Truth, Good,
and Beauty. Most notable here is the School of Athens, which features por-
traits of famous names of the day. Leonardo da Vinci is pointing up to the
heavens a la Plato; Michelangelo (who was painting the nearby Sistine
Chapel when Raphael did this work) is alone in front of the steps; and even
a self-portrait of Raphael is on the right-hand corner.
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Almost Hell

Down the Lungotevere Prati, which borders the Tiber River from Vatican
City, is Rome’s smallest Gothic church, Sacro Cuore del Suffragio (Sacred
Heart of Suffrage) (Lungotevere Prati 12; @ 06-68806517; Mon-Sat
7:30-11am and 4-7pm), which holds the freakish Museum of the Souls of
Purgatory. A chapel inside the original church was destroyed by fire in
1897 and in the singed remains the faithful congregation could see the
outline of a face they believed was a soul caught in purgatory. The singed
face prompted the local priest, Father Victor Jouet from Marseilles, to seek
out other signs from the souls in purgatory, which he collected over the
years. These haunting relics line the corridor to the church sacristy, and
include fabrics, photos, writing materials, and other items that believers
attest have been somehow touched by those waiting in purgatory. A book
of devotion dated 1871 with the imprint of three fingers and a photo of a
deceased woman said to be asking for a holy Mass in her name are two of
the relics. Followers are urged to come to this church to pray that the
souls in purgatory be released.

The Sistine Chapel

Michelangelo labored for 4 years (1508-12) to paint the ceiling of the Sistine
Chapel $t$24%; it is said he spent the entire time on his feet, paint dripping into
his eyes. But what a result! The world’s most famous fresco, thanks to a massive
restoration effort in the 1990s, is as vibrantly colorful and filled with roiling life as
it was in 1512. Start your visual journey at the Separation of Light and Darkness,
and then look over to the Creation of Sun, Moon and Planets; the Separation of Land
and Sea; the Creation of Fishes and Birds; the Creation of Adam; the Creation of Eve;
the Temptation and Expulsion from Paradise; the Sacrifice of Noah; the Flood; and
the Drunkenness of Noah. Once you've viewed the ceiling, turn your attention to
the altar wall and Michelangelo’s much later Last Judgment (1535-41).

At the age of 60, Michelangelo was summoned to finish the chapel decor 23
years after he finished the ceiling work. Apparently saddened by leaving Florence
and by the poor, morally bankrupt state of Rome at that time, he painted these dark
moods in his Last Judgment, where he included his own self-portrait on a sagging
human hide held by St. Bartholomew (who was martyred by being flayed alive).

Along the chapel walls, starting on the left-hand side when facing the Lasz
Judgment, are Perugino’s Journey of Moses, Botticelli’'s Events from the Life of Moses,
Cosimo Rosselli’s Crossing the Red Sea and Moses Receives the Tablets of the Law,
Luca Signorelli’s The Testament of Moses, and Matteo da Lecce’s The Dispute over
Moses’ Body. On the right-hand side facing the Last Judgment are Perugino’s The
Baptism of Christ, Botticelli's The Temptations of Christ, Ghirlandaio’s The Calling
of the Apostles, Perugino’s Handing over the Keys, Cosimo Rosselli’s The Sermon on
the Mount and The Last Supper, and Hendrik van den BroecK’s The Resurrection.

It is in this decidedly regal chapel that the conclave to elect new popes is held.
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Castel Sant’Angelo

The rotund Castel Sant’Angelo <t @ (Lungotevere Castello 50; T 06-6819111;
7€ adults, 2.50€ seniors and students; daily 9am-8pm) was built as Hadrian’s
family mausoleum and has been used as a fortress, papal residence, and military
prison—remnants of which are still evident inside. This is a complex, multilay-
ered site, so consider renting an audioguide at the ticket stand to help you fully
understand the various entities. A wide stone ramp winds its way from the ground-
floor entrance around the castle to the upper terraces, from which you can see the
full facade of St. Peter’s Basilica without the usual obstruction of neighboring
buildings. From here, wander through passageways and Renaissance apartments
used by popes. Down below the apartments are ancient dungeons once used as tor-
ture chambers. Lower terraces house replica cannons and travertine cannonballs—
always fun for imaginative children. Don't miss the highest point of all, the
Terrazza dell’Angelo, which is crowned by a dramatic statue of the archangel
Michael shielding his sword (protecting Rome from plague). This upper rampart
is where Puccini set the tragic denouement of the opera Zosca, where the title char-
acter takes a swan dive into the Tiber below. Castel Sant’Angelo even has a surpris-
ingly inexpensive coffee bar with outdoor seating under the stone arches. The castle
is connected to St. Peter’s Basilica by Il Passetto (free with museum entrance;
guided tours Sat 3pm). This walled escape route was used by popes who needed to
make a narrow escape to the fortress.

THE PANTHEON

For many residents of Rome, the area between Piazza Navona and the Pantheon
is for lingering and strolling, especially on Sundays in the fall and early spring,
when everyone in the city, it seems, is here.

The Pantheon <$f<$t<X (Piazza della Rotonda; free; Mon-Sat 8:30am-7:30pm,
Sun 9am-6pm, holidays 9am-1pm) itself is like an enormous elephant hiding in the
middle of a crowded village. The structure is the best preserved antiquity in the
entire city, and holds an allure that is almost magical, especially if you happen to visit
when it is raining and the drops form a cylinder from the opening in the dome to
the marble drains below. Built under Hadrian’s direction (many of the structure’s
bricks contain the emperor’s seal) between A.D. 119 and 128, the Pantheon was a
temple to 12 gods. It was saved from ruin only because the Catholic Church claimed
itin 608, even though the Church used it primarily as a quarry for materials for other
churches. (An arguable theory is that the bronze from the Pantheon’s porch was
removed and melted down by Bernini in 1626 to make the baldacchino, or canopy,
in St. Peter’s Basilica.)

The best way to appreciate the Pantheon is first from across the piazza, gazing
at the sheer magnitude of the massive pillars and domed roof. Remember: The
ancient street level was about 6m (20 ft.) lower than the modern cobblestones. As
you walk closer to the building, the detail of the pillars (which do not match—
some are pink granite, some are gray) becomes apparent. You may notice the
notches on which vegetable market stalls were affixed until the 18th century.

Once inside the massive doors, look up at the 9m (30-ft.) oculus, which is
believed to be there to allow worshipers direct contact with the heavens. It is the
only source of light in the building, and the sunbeam acts as a spotlight on various
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points around the building. The Emperor Hadrian would only enter the building
when the sun shone on the door, around 11am, depending on the time of year.

The diameter of the dome is 44m (144 ft.), and the dome itself gets lighter
and thinner toward the top, decreasing from 7m (23-ft.) thickness at the edges to
a thin 1m (3% ft.) close to the apex. It would take a professional to notice, but the
materials used to build the dome vary from a heavy concrete and travertine on the
lower third of the dome, volcanic tufa in the middle section, and lightweight
pumice in the upper reaches. The dome’s structure was unsurpassed in terms of
size and architectural accomplishment until the 1500s, when other domes were
built. The seven niches, which are now tombs of kings and artists (Raphael is
buried in the glass-encased tomb), once held statues of gods and goddesses.

Tip: In the summer, the Pantheon can be quite crowded during the day, but
it is invariably empty when it opens at 8:30am.

Behind the Pantheon, in front of the Gothic church of Santa Maria Sopra
Minerva <X, sits Z/ Pulcino della Minerva—also known as Bernini’s elephant—
which was symbolic in the Catholic Church for its wisdom and abstinence (ele-
phants are notoriously monogamous).

PIAZZA NAVONA

From the Pantheon it’s less than a 10-minute walk west to Piazza Navona <$X<X,
which may be Rome’s favorite square. It sits above an ancient stadium built by
Emperor Domitian, which you can still see below the modern city from the Piazza
di Tor Sanguigna, on the northern end of the oval. In antiquity, the stadium was
used for track and field competitions—Ilike the Greek Olympics—called agones.
In the Renaissance period, the stadium was often flooded for mock sea battles.
Call T 06-67103819 for guided tours of the old stadium Saturday and Sunday
from 10am to 1pm.

In the center of the modern piazza above is Bernini’s famous Fontana dei
Quattro Fiumi €4, which represents the four major rivers of the known conti-
nents: the Nile, Ganges, Plate, and Danube. There’s a legend that Bernini designed
one of the statues facing the church of Sant’Agnese, a project of his rival
Borromini, to shield its eyes from the “horror of the church.” But the legend,
which is a delightful piece of trivia, is false—the fountain was built before the
church. Bernini’s statues, instead, are shielding their eyes from the unknown source
of the rivers. In fact, if you look above the church of Sant’Agnese, you'll see the
haughty statue of St. Agnes turned away from the fountain, old-timers say, in dis-
gust. Inside the church is a reliquary containing a small skull, said to be that of St.
Agnes, who was beheaded in the Stadium of Domitian in the 3rd century A.D.

At the north end of Piazza Navona is the lovely Fontana del Nettuno
(Fountain of Neptune) showing Neptune fighting a sea serpent. The Fontana del
Moro (Fountain of the Moor) on the opposite end depicts another sea god and a
dolphin designed by Bernini.

Just north of Piazza Navona, the Museo Nazionale Romano: Palazzo
Altemps <X (Piazza Sant’Apollinare 48; B 06-6833566; adults 6.50€, seniors and
students 3.50€; Tues-Sun 9am-7:45pm), tucked inside Palazzo Altemps, is one of
Rome’s most charming museums. It’s rarely crowded and houses some of Rome’s
most famous private and public collections of art. The pieces here are not great
in number, but they are individually superb. Room 7, in particular, has two
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Ist-century statues of Apollo the Lyrist, and in the south loggia do not miss the
Galatian Soldier and His Wife Committing Suicide in Room 26, or the famous
bust of the mother of Emperor Claudius in Room 21.

Duck into two area churches, if you have the time. Down the street, Santa
Maria della Pace (Vicolo dell’Arco della Pace 5; @ 06-6861156; officially but
rarely open Tues-Fri 10am-12:45pm) features Raphael’s Sybils. Then pop into the
Cloister of Bramante next door, which is primarily a venue for visiting art
exhibits; if you only want to see the heavenly cloister, you generally don’t have to
pay the admission for the exhibit. These cloisters are some of the finest in Italy,
and define precisely the meditative purpose these structures serve.

Back on the other side of the Pantheon is Sant'Ignazio di Loyola (Piazza
Sant’Ignazio; @ 06-6794406; daily 7:30am-12:15pm and 3-7:15pm), which is
the center of the Jesuit order of the Catholic Church. When it was built in 1626,
those living in a nearby monastery feared that a giant dome, which was in the
original plans, would block their light. Instead, the artist Andrea Pozzo just
painted the ceiling to mimic the inside of a dome and it’s a darn impressive illu-
sion, even today (stand on the yellow marble disc in the nave to get the full effect).

CAMPO DE’ FIORI & THE JEWISH GHETTO

The sliver of city along the Tiber River stretching from the Jewish synagogue to the
busy Corso Vittorio Emanuele II is very much the lifeblood of Rome’s center. The
streets here are tiny alleyways and, unlike Trastevere (p. 70) on the other side of the
Tiber, or the more posh Tridente close to the Spanish Steps, there’s a better sense
here of neighborhood and Roman culture. In the Jewish Ghetto, the matrons bring
their kitchen chairs outside to sit together each evening before supper in a way
more reminiscent of a tiny village than a sprawling European capital.

Campo de’ Fiori X4 is the core of this section of Rome. Starting about Gam,
it offers a colorful display of regional pride as the market vendors make an art out
of selling everything from rosemary plants to potatoes. It's a ridiculously expen-
sive vegetable market, though, with prices per kilogram sometimes double those
of other markets. But people don’t necessarily come here for the produce—it is a
piazza with energy and vibrancy, perfect for a visitor who wants to feel as if he or
she is part of the community.

Midafternoon is the sketchiest time to be here; lately local police have pin-
pointed this area as an afternoon drug haven. But around 5pm, it becomes a mod
locale to take an after-work drink, and those over 30 gather at the wine bars and
beer joints around the perimeter. By midevening, the square transforms once
again into an open-air mecca for the 20-something crowd. There is a sense of
unnerving chaos here come midnight, especially in the summer months when the
piazza is filled with drinking, smoking, moped-driving kids.

You might also consider a stroll through the Galleria Spada (Piazza Capo di
Ferro 3; T 06-6874896; www.galleriaborghese.it; adults 5€, seniors and students
2.50€; Tues-Sun 8:30am-7:30pm), the handsome palazzo that houses the private
art collection of Cardinal Bernardino Spada. It’s a museum for those who dont
like museums. The rooms, which were built as a private home for Cardinal
Girolamo Capo di Ferro in 1540, are intriguing, with original frescoes and old,
uneven tile floors. The art here is literally plastered all over the walls, which makes
it less assuming and somehow easier to enjoy than the showcase art at some of the
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more traditional museums. Its most impressive aspect is the deceptive Borromini
Corridor, a 10m-long (33-ft.) gallery that looks like it's much longer (guided vis-
its of it leave when there are enough people gathered).

Another worthwhile stop is the Crypta Balbi (Via delle Botteghe Oscure 31;
T 06-6780167; integrated ticket 6.50€ adults, 3.50€ children), which defines,
in great detail, the layers of Rome and how they represent the city’s evolution from
the 5th to the 10th centuries. On display are tools and other objects from every-
day life in ancient Rome. This museum is often empty, which is surprising
because its exhibits are genuinely eye opening. Below the museum is the crypt and
ruins of an old set of stores where grains were sold and distributed. This is the
newest addition to Rome’s National Museum and is still one of the city’s best kept
secrets.

The Ghetto

Between the Crypta Balbi and the Tiber River is what is known as the Ghetto,
home to Europe’s oldest Jewish community, which has lived in this neighborhood
for 2,000 years. The jewel of this area is the synagogue, which is accessible
through the Museo d’Arte Ebraica $t$t (Lungotevere Cenci; T 06-68400661;
7.50€, includes admission to synagogue; Mon-Thurs 9am-4:30pm [until 6:30 dur-
ing summer], Fri 9am-1:30pm, Sun 9am-noon). On display are a number of exqui-
site ceremonial items, from crowns to Torah mantles. Visitors also learn the tragic
history of the persecution of Rome’s Jewish citizens over the centuries. There are
papal edicts that surely make the modern-day Church cringe, as well as grim arti-
facts from concentration camps across Europe. Nearby, on a little square called
Largo XVI Ottobre, is a plaque commemorating October 16, 1943, the day that
Rome’s Jewish families were rounded up and deported from the Ghetto to con-
centration camps.

Behind the synagogue on the Via Portico d’Ottavia are the ruins of an ancient
piazza and the remnants of great temples that date back to Emperor Augustus in
the Ist century. You can walk behind the ruins through a small passage near the
end of the street, and wind your way toward Piazza Mattei and the Fontana delle
Tartarughe (Fountain of the Turtles) $t<x @, one of Rome’s greatest little treas-
ures. The fountain was built in the 1580s for the Duke of Mattei in 1 night to
impress his fiancée (she lived in the large palazzo, which now houses the Center
for American Studies). Hers is the window now walled in, but one can easily
imagine her surprise when she woke to find the fountain built just for her.

TRASTEVERE

You need to spend but 5 minutes in Trastevere $X$X<$X to appreciate its seductive
allure. Decaying facades of tightly packed buildings give it an old-world feel. The
buzzing energy of the 20-somethings who swarm its streets come sundown make
it the most youthful spot in the city. Sometimes Trastevere does not feel like Rome
at all; at other times it is the only Rome there is.

It is a mistake to explore this area with a fixed agenda. This is the place where
you should wander, as aimlessly as possible, like a mouse through the dizzying
maze of alleyways. The time of day you visit Trastevere will dictate what you see.
Early mornings are glorious here, as the shutters are flung open and the
Trasteverini start the day. You'll hear a chorus of “aoh!” and “eh!” as the locals greet
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each other from their windows and down in the streets. Old-timers tend to stick
to their particular corner, and there are some locals who haven't been “to the other
side” of the river for years. In the middle of the day, after the stores and churches
close for the sacred siesta, stop and listen to the echo of footsteps and the whis-
pers down the narrow cobblestone streets. Trastevere is like a ghost town around
2pm, an ideal time to listen to the sounds that pour out of the open windows. It
is truly a voyeur’s paradise.

The neighborhood is perhaps best in the late afternoons, when the children
play soccer in the squares and the smell of the burning wood from the just-lit
pizza ovens fills the air. At night, the restaurant scene is unimaginably vibrant,
with people of every age, from tiny babies in buggies to elderly couples walking
hand in hand, filling the streets. Even at midnight Trastevere is just springing to
life. Because of that, don’t stay in this part of town if you are fond of quiet nights.

To most people, Piazza Santa Maria in Trastevere is the proverbial heart and
soul of this area. Any time of the day or night, this piazza is buzzing with the type
of contagious activity that most visitors equate with life in Rome. The 17th-cen-
tury fountain in the center is the meeting point for those who live here. The
church on this square, Santa Maria in Trastevere $t$t (Piazza Santa Maria in
Trastevere; & 06-5814802; daily 7:30am-8pm), is famous for the 13th-century
mosaics on the facade of Mary breastfeeding Jesus alongside 10 women with
crowns and lanterns (often thought to represent the parable of the wise and fool-
ish virgins). This is one of the oldest churches in Rome and one of its most cap-
tivating (take a gander at the 12th-c. mosaics by Pietro Cavallini that cover the
apse). On weekends in the spring, it’s not uncommon to witness gorgeous wed-
dings, and on Saturday evenings, you can join the faithful as they stream in for
evening Mass.

Down the way from here are the lush Botanical Gardens (Orto Botanico)
(Largo Cristina di Svezia 24; © 06-49917106; adults 3€, children 2€; Nov-Mar
9:30am-5:30pm, 1 hr. later rest of the year), with over 3,500 species of plants,
including a sight-and-scent garden for the visually impaired. These gardens once
belonged to the controversial Queen Christina of Sweden, whose home was the
adjacent Palazzo Corsini, now the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica (Via della
Lungara 10; @ 06-6874845; www.galleriaborghese.it; adults 4€, seniors and stu-
dents 2€; guided tours Tues—Fri at 9:30, 11:30am, and 12:30pm, Sat and holidays
tours at 8:30am and 1:20pm). She moved to Rome when she abdicated the
Swedish throne after converting to Catholicism, but her most famous epithet is
“Queen without a realm, Christian without a faith, and a woman without shame.”
This stemmed from her blatant bisexuality, which in the 17th century was frowned
upon—at least publicly. Several other big names stayed in this beautiful palace,
including Michelangelo and Napoleon’s mother, Letizia. Today it houses a moder-
ately interesting museum with mostly the runoff from Italy’s national art collec-
tion. There’s a Caravaggio here worth note, the Narcissus, but otherwise the palace
history and legend are more interesting than the museum itself.

A better museum is just across the street: the Villa Farnesina <% (Via della
Lungara 230; @ 06-68027268; www.lincei.it; adults 5€, seniors and students
4€; daily 9am-1pm Mar 15-June 30, Sept 15-Oct 31, and Dec), notable for its
superb collection of works by Raphael, from The Triumph of Galatea to Cupid and
Psyche.
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The Gianicolo: Back Street to the Vatican

Via Garibaldi in Trastevere takes you up a winding path to the Gianicolo
Hill and back down to Vatican City, past residential villas, glorious foun-
tains, and captivating views of the center of Rome from various points on
the side of this panoramic ridge. It's a walk worth doing if you have solid
shoes and time to enjoy it. Piazzale Giuseppe Garibaldi, in particular, is
the best place to watch the sun set over Rome, as the orange hue of
Trastevere below seems to wash to gray when night falls. It is ultraroman-
tic, and you will see your fair share of public affection here. But it is also
a nice diversion if you've got kids. There is a puppet theater (in Italian
only) and merry-go-round and pony rides during the late afternoon. At the
top of the hill, keep an eye out for the statue of Giuseppe Garibaldi;
nearby is a statue of his Brazilian wife, Anita, on a feisty horse, holding
their baby in one hand and a pistol in the other. When you're ready to
descend, head north along the ridge until you see the peak of St. Peter’s
Basilica, then follow the descending roads to the Vatican City gates. One
word of warning: The Gianicolo cannon fires a blank shot every day at
noon. It's audible citywide, so if you are up here when it goes off, it'll
likely scare the bejeezus out of you!

Continue your exploration of Trastevere; from the Via Lungara, make your
way back to the busy Viale Trastevere, which bisects the district, and cross into the
quieter side of this neighborhood. The heart of this part of the neighborhood is
the charming Piazza di Santa Cecilia with its 9th-century Basilica di Santa
Cecilia 42 (free; daily 9: 30am-12:30pm and 3:45-6:40pm). There is much to do
in this tiny church, starting with the ruins of the house where St. Cecilia once
lived. She was martyred for her strong faith and vow of chastity—even to her hus-
band—first by a failed attempt at scalding her, and then by a slow decapitation
that took 3 days to finish her off. The nuns inside the church, who charge 2€ for
entrance to the ruins of St. Cecilia’s house below, say that she sang during the last
days of her life, and so was made the patron saint of music. Her body was
allegedly found intact when her tomb was opened in 1599. Artist Stefano
Maderno immediately captured this image and it was later sculpted in white mar-
ble. The nuns claim the original is in the San Callisto Catacombs (though the
priests at the San Callisto Catacombs say the original is here at the altar). You
should also try to visit the 13th-century fresco of The Last Judgment by Pietro
Cavallini (Tues and Thurs 10am-noon, Sun 11:30am-12:30pm) back in the choir,
which is still used by the adjacent convent’s cloistered nuns. If you're here when
the frescoes are closed, you can almost certainly still see them if you pledge an
offering to the sisters who tend the church. If you happen to be wandering in
Trastevere in the early morning or dead of afternoon, you'll often hear the clois-
tered nuns of this church singing their prayers. Granted, it’s no Sound of Music,
but charming nonetheless.
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From here, you can easily visit the Chiesa di San Francesco a Ripa (Piazza San
Francesco d’Assisi 88) and its Bernini sculpture of the Beata Ludovica Albertoni,
which may make you want to convert if her expression is any indication of what
being a Catholic is really about. This church also has the rock that St. Francis
reportedly used as a pillow, but you'll have to twist the arm of the attendant to see
it; it’s not usually shown to the public.

TIBER ISLAND & BOCCA DELLA VERITA

Between the two_similarly decaying districts of the Ghetto and Trastevere lies
Tiber Island <X @, which was said to be built on the site of a sunken ship in the
3rd century B.C. It was originally adorned with travertine in the shape of a giant
ship, with an obelisk at the center for the mast. You can still see the remnants of
the travertine siding on the east side of the island, below the police station, by
walking down the narrow steps just below the Fate Bene Fratelli Hospital that
occupies the entire northern end. The wide promenade on the bottom fills with
Sunday strollers and springtime sunbathers, and is the location of Rome’s annual
open-air cinema for much of the summer. Kids have a lot of fun running around
down here, but don’t bring the really little ones, as there’s no barrier between the
edge of the esplanade and the river. On the southern side of the island, are the
remains of the Ponte Rotto (Broken Bridge), Rome’s first stone bridge, built in
142 B.C. It connected the main city with the area across the Tiber, giving birth to
tras tevere, which means “across the Tiber.”

It’s a short walk from the east side of Tiber Island to the 6th-century church
of Santa Maria in Cosmedin (Via della Bocca della Verita 18; & 06-6781419;
free; daily 9am-5pm winter, until 6pm in summer), home to the de rigueur photo-
op Bocca della Verita (Mouth of Truth) <X @ Legend states that anyone who
tells a lie while his hand is in the mouth will have it bitten off. Locals like to say
that it was Roman wives suspicious of cheating husbands who started requiring
the test. The giant mask was probably an ancient drain cover.

PIAZZA DEL POPOLO, SPANISH STEPS
(TRIDENTE) & TREVI FOUNTAIN

The area immediately surrounding Piazza del Popolo, bordered on one side by the
Tiber River and on the other by the Spanish Steps, is the commercial heart of his-
torical central Rome. A balanced mix of museums, churches, antiquities, and
modern amenities makes many believe they have seen all of Rome if they've spent
time here. But most of the restaurants here are expensive and ultratrendy, and the
stores tend to be more upmarket than those in other parts of town.

Start your exploration of this area at Piazza del Popolo €%, which is joined in
a straight line to the Piazza Venezia by the very narrow Via del Corso. At the far
end of the piazza is the Porta del Popolo, which for centuries was the main gate
into the city of Rome off the Via Flaminia (which extended all the way to the
Adpriatic Coast near Venice). The obelisk in the center of this piazza once graced
the Circus Maximus, and the two churches leading into the city center create an
optical illusion—they are not actually the same size, though they look identical
from under the gates on the Porta del Popolo. Next to Porta del Popolo itself is
the rather gem-laden church of Santa Maria del Popolo $X (Piazza del Popolo 12;
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T 06-3610836; free; Mon-Sat 7am-noon and 4-7pm, Sun 8:30am-1:30pm and
4:30-7pm); Raphael’s frescoed Chigi chapel and a pair of Caravaggio masterpieces
(The Crucifixion of St. Peter and The Conversion of St. Paul, in which the focal
point is the rear end of a horse) are found inside.

There isn’t much to do on Piazza del Popolo but spend money in expensive
cafes, so head down the Via Ripetta toward the Mausoleum of Augustus (Piazza
Augusto Imperatore, Via Ripetta)—which is spectacular in size, but not open to
the public—and the newly renovated Ara Pacis (Altar of Peace) X (Via Ripetta,
Lungotevere in Augusta; @ 06-82059127; www.arapacis.it; 6.50€; Tues-Sun
9am-7pm), which has become the bane of existence for most Italians who are
appalled by the modernity of this renovated showcase. This museum opened in
2006 after a decade-long, multimillion-euro project. The Altar of Peace inside the
boxy showcase was reconstructed from fragments found in museums across the
country, and after a thorough excavation below a modern city block near Piazza
San Lorenzo in Lucina. Until the 1990s the altar was housed in a rather shabby,
Fascist-era enclosure. Much to his credit, the American architect Richard Meier
incorporated elements from the surrounding area, but to many Italians his glassy
and blindingly white box (which some critics have likened to a Texas gas station)
is a far too modern addition to the area.

Next, wind your way through this charming patchwork neighborhood and
across to the Via del Corso to explore the rest of the area. There are several stops
you can make along the Via del Corso and close to the Spanish Steps, though
most are esoteric in nature, so pick and choose as your taste dictates.

For those interested in literature, your choices range from the Casa di Goethe
(Via del Corso 18; & 06-32650412; www.casadigoethe.it; adults 4€, seniors and
students 2€; Tues-Sun 10am-6pm), which has a collection of the German poet’s
diaries and letters, to the 18th-century Keats-Shelley Memorial House (Piazza di
Spagna 26; @ 06-6784235; www.keats-shelley-house.org; 3€; Mon-Fri 9am-1pm
and 3-6pm, Sat 11am-2pm and 3-6pm), which is a treasure trove for fans of the
two poets. Here you'll find Keats’s death mask and an urn with some of Shelley’s
remains, as well as many volumes of letters and handwritten diaries.

Also farther down the Via del Corso is Palazzo Doria Pamphilj <X (Piazza del
Collegio Romano 2; @ 06-6797323; adults 8€, seniors and students 7.50€;
admission includes excellent audioguide; Fri-Wed 10am-5pm), which houses one
of Iraly’s most impressive private art collections, owned by the Pamphilj family,
including Caravaggio’s Rest on the Flight into Egypt and Mary Magdalene, as well
as Raphael’s Double Portrait and scores more. This gallery is tucked in a small part
of a 1,000-room palazzo. At the time of this writing, the gorgeous apartments are
not open to the public, which makes this museum less interesting.

From Via del Corso you can easily reach the Spanish Steps 2t (Piazza di
Spagna), an ongoing outdoor party, packed with locals—primarily 20-some-
things—socializing. This graceful sweep of travertine steps, designed by De
Sanctis in the 18th century on land owned by the Spanish Embassy (hence
“Spanish” Steps), imparts a glamour to this district that’s undeniable.

Just across the busy Via Tritone from here is the Trevi Fountain $t<$t<< (Piazza
di Trevi), which was built in the 1700s over the mouth of an aqueduct built in 19
B.C. to bring the famously therapeutic Acqua Vergine (Aqua Virgo in Latin) 25km
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(16 miles) from the hills outside of Rome. The facade was designed by Nicola
Salvi; many say he died of a virus he contracted while overseeing the project (before
it was completed in 1762). The origin of the name Trevi is disputed, believed either
to be for a young girl named Trivia who showed the Emperor Agrippa an original
spring on the site, or from the phrase iregio trevii, which may refer to the three
streets surrounding the fountain. It’s customary to throw a coin over your shoul-
der into the fountain (preferably in front of a camera) in order to ensure your
return to Rome one day. The city collects these coins daily for the Red Cross.

If you've got kids in tow, or are obsessed with Italian cuisine, sample the Museo
Nazionale delle Paste Alimentari @ (Piazza Scanderbeg 117; & 06-6991120;
www.pastainmuseum.it; 10€ adults, 7€ children; daily 9:30am-5:30pm). Fondly
called the “Spaghetti Museum,” it offers much more information than you prob-
ably need about the art of making pasta by hand. Kids love it, though.

VIA VENETO & VILLA BORGHESE

Back behind the Spanish Steps and Trevi Fountain are several intriguing piazzas
to savor. If you walk along Via Tritone or any of the streets parallel, you'll easily
reach the bustling Piazza Barberini, with the playful Fontana del Tritone by
Bernini in the center. This glorified traffic circle is at the base of Via Vittorio
Veneto (pronounced “Veh-neh-t0”), the legendary hub of la dolce vita (which has
mostly relocated to the Tridente area below the Spanish Steps). Walking up the
tree-lined slalom curve of Via Veneto now is a mixed experience. There are expen-
sive shops near the top, as well as the standards like Harry’s Bar and Le Sans Souci
restaurant. But there’s also touristy Hard Rock Cafe, the heavily guarded
American Embassy, and a handful of staid hotels. Mostly this street is a has-been
and a mere silhouette of its former glory.

There are a few stops to make, however, starting with the bizarro church of
Santa Maria della Concezione $t$t @ (Via Vittorio Veneto 27; T 06-48711857;
www.cappucciniviaveneto.it; donation requested; Fri-Wed 9am-noon and
3-6pm)—it’s about as creepy as Rome gets. Downstairs is the Capuchin Crypt,
where the bones of over 4,000 monks are used as decorative art on the walls, urns,
and chandeliers in the various chapels. A sign explaining the monks’ take on mor-
tality (YOU WILL BE WHAT WE NOW ARE) hangs near the back. Your kids will either
love or be totally weirded out by it—preteen boys usually lap it up.

At the top of Via Veneto lies the sprawling Villa Borghese, which is home to
the city zoo, three magnificent museums, and the best green spot in the city com-
plete with cultured gardens, a boating lake, and an equestrian stadium . . . not to
mention its fairly new free Wi-Fi capabilities (1-hr. limit per day) through 22 hot
spots across the park (www.romawireless.com).

Galleria Borghese <X<X<X (Piazzale Borghese 5; & 06-32810; www.galleria
borghese.it; adults 8.50€, seniors and students 5.25€; entrance by appointment
only every 2 hr., daily 8:30am-7pm) is the don’t-miss of this area. The art here is
significant, from Bernini’s sexy Apollo and Daphne in Room 3 to Raphael’s
Deposition on the second floor. Don’t miss Canova’s 1808 topless marble figure of
Napoleon’s sister Pauline in Room 1, and the collection of Roman copies of
Greek original sculpture in Room 5. There are six Caravaggios in Room 8,
including the much acclaimed Boy with a Basket of Fruit (1594) and Sick Bacchus
(1593), which art historians believe is a self-portrait.
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Events Calendar

Spring: Holy Week is the official opening of tourist season in Rome. The
week preceding Easter is a religious celebration for pilgrims, but it also
marks the changing to summer hours for most stores and sites. Culture
Week, whose dates are found at www.beniculturali.it (T 800-991199), is
when most of the major museums and paid exhibits like the Colosseum and
Palatine Hill are free and offer extended hours.

Summer: This is the season when jazz and outdoor cinema take over. In
the lush part of the Villa Celimontana (www.villacelimontanajazz.com) is
a nightly jazz fest from July to early September with food and wine
booths. Each night from late June through late August the city of Rome
sponsors an Estate Romana (Roman Summer) (www.estateromana.it), an
ongoing cultural shindig that ranges from opera in the Baths of Caracalla
and chamber concerts in the churchyards to rock concerts and outdoor fes-
tivals. The banks of the Tiber become one huge party, with temporary
restaurants, exhibition booths, and even a swimming pool set up for the
warm months. At Isola del Cinema (www.isoladelcinema.com), interna-
tional movies are screened on the lower esplanade of Tiber Island.

Autumn: For one Saturday in September, La Notte Bianca (T 06-0606;
www.lanottebianca.it), very few people in Rome sleep. Museums, libraries,
churches, stores, and restaurants stay open around the clock and the
streets are filled with revelers. It's a blast.

But an added advantage to this collection, over the much larger Vatican
Museums collection, is that curators insist on a limited number of people in the
museum at one time. Visits are limited 2 hours, which is a perfect amount of time
for sauntering through the masterpieces.

Within the Villa Borghese are two other museums. The Museo Nazionale
Etrusco di Villa Giulia $X (Piazzale di Villa Giulia 9; B 06-3226571; 4€; daily
8:30am-7:30pm) features Etruscan artifacts ranging from cooking utensils to jew-
elry in the central room of the museum to a more intricate form of jewelry—
astonishing granulated gold work—in the Room of the Seven Hills. These
collections have been exhumed from the graves of the Etruscans found in central
Italy. A reconstructed temple stands next to the coffee bar in the courtyard.

The other major museum within the boundaries of the Villa Borghese is the
Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea (National Gallery of
Modern and Contemporary Art) (Viale delle Belle Arti 131; T 06-332981; www.
gnam.arti.beniculturali.it; adults 6.50€, seniors and students 3.25€; Tues-Sun
8:30am-7:30pm). Focusing on the rarely noted 19th- and 20th-century Italian
art, its collection includes massive statues like Hercules by Canova, and the plas-
ter model used to make the bronze statue of Giordano Bruno, which stands in the
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center of Campo de’ Fiori (p. 69). The museum is a fun departure from the
Renaissance and ancient art that fill most of Rome’s museums.

THE APPIAN WAY

Visiting the 312 B.C. Appian Way (Queen of the Roads) 44X (bus: 118 or 660)
is the closest you'll get in Rome to traveling back to ancient times. Barely a mile
south of the urban chaos of central Rome, this rural landscape offers gentle and
atmospheric attractions, including several Catacombs and imperial ruins, but
most of all, it’s the feeling of being steeped in antiquity that makes a half-day trip
here so worthwhile. On either side of the ancient highway, whose original basalt
flagstones are still preserved in many stretches, are fields where sheep graze and
2,000-year-old bits of brick and marble soak up the Roman sun. Resist the temp-
tation to join one of the mass-tourism bus tours to the Catacombs—you’ll want
time to wander the Appia at your own pace, and public transportation down here,
while not incredibly frequent, is reliable. I recommend using bus no. 118, which
starts at the Piramide metro station and makes stops along the most important
parts of the Via Appia Antica. To get back, take bus no. 118 or 660.

Tip: The Appian Way is closed to vehicle traffic on Sundays, so you might
consider doing your touring then. Bicycles are available for rent at the visitor cen-
ter (below), but the bumpy flagstones of the old road aren’t the friendliest for ped-
aling. Instead, just bring your own two feet and some good walking shoes.

The old Appian Way officially starts outside the ancient Aurelian walls. Passing
under the arched gate called Porta San Sebastiano, Via di Porta San Sebastiano
changes names to Via Appia Antica. If you have plenty of time, consider getting
off bus no. 118 here and visiting the Museo delle Mura (Museum of the Walls)
(Via di San Sebastiano 18; T 06-70475284; 2.60€ adults, 1.60€ seniors and stu-
dents; Tues-Sun 9am-2pm), which is built inside the 3rd-century-A.D. gate and
walls. The exhibits here—mostly old photos and diagrams of the wall’s many gates
and castles—are fine, but the museum also offers visitors the opportunity to walk
atop a stretch of the ancient wall (restoration status permitting). Standing up here,
surveying the green countryside south of Rome, eyes peeled for barbarian
invaders, makes a great prelude to the Appian Way itself.

The first section of the Appian Way (a half-mile stretch from Porta San
Sebastiano to the area of the Catacombs) is not its prettiest. Make your way down
this busy first section by bus (the narrow section of road is harrowing to walk)
until you reach the Appia Antica/Caffarella stop (ask the driver). Once off the bus
here, it's worth stopping into the Centro Visite Parco Appia Antica (Via Appia
Antica 42; T 06-5126314; www.parcoappiaantica.org) for an excellent and color-
ful (and free) map of the Appian Way, and to rent bikes on the weekends (3€ for
1 hr. or 10€ for the day; Sat-Sun 9:30am—4:30pm).

Catacomb Country

Just past the visitor center, you'll enter the zone where three of Rome’s most
famous Catacombs are located. The Catacombs of Domitilla are package-tour
central, so I recommend visiting either the Catacombs of San Callisto or San
Sebastiano. To get to the Catacombs of San Callisto, either hop on bus no. 118
for one more stop, or go on foot, taking the narrow lane that rises above both the
Appia Antica on the left and the Via Ardeatina on the right. (The lane is a break
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in the wall and looks private, but it’s not.) The walk from here to the Catacombs
of San Callisto entrance is a pleasant and peaceful half-mile. You can also see the
Castelli foothills farther south and get a wonderful perspective on the city as you
turn around and look back to the north.

The Catacombs of San Callisto $€$X (Via Appia Antica 136; B 06-5130151;
www.catacombe.roma.it; guided tours 5€ adults, 3€ seniors and students;
Thurs-Tues 8:30am-noon and 2:30-5pm) are the largest and most impressive of
the entire network of underground tombs of Christians, extending 20km (13
miles) on four levels. Nine popes and thousands of Christians are buried here, and
the extraordinary height of the tunnels—some are 30 feet high and riddled with
tomb openings—is thrilling and unique among Roman Catacombs.

Continuing down the lane that brought you to the Catacombs of San Callisto
another 5 minutes you'll reach the basilica and Catacombs of San Sebastiano <t
(Via Appia Antica 136; @ 06-7850350; entrance only with a guided tour, 5€
adults, 3€ seniors and students; Mon-Sat 8:30am-noon and 2:30-5pm). (This is
also the last stop bus no. 118 makes on the Via Appia Antica before veering off
to the left on the Via Appia Pignatelli.) The experience at the Catacombs of San
Sebastiano is much more intimate than that at San Callisto; here you'll visit the
site of previously pagan mausoleums that have been converted into Christian
tombs. Enter the tomb of St. Sebastian, for whom these Catacombs are named.
The word “catacomb” comes from this site, which means “near the quarry,” or
kata kymbas in Greek. All in all, these are more archaeologically interesting to visit
than San Callisto, though not as overtly physically impressive.

After visiting the Catacombs, it’s a short walk down what’s left of the original
Appian Way, which is lined with umbrella pines and various imperial and pagan
ruins. Off to the left (east) are the brick ruins of the Villa of Maxentius (Via Appia
Antica 153; T 06-7801324; 2.60€; Tues-Sun 9am-1:30pm), a suburban retreat
built by the Emperor Maxentius in the 3rd century A.D. The chariot race track
(circus) here once sat 30,000 spectators. Another prominent feature of the Appian
Way is the above-ground tombs of ancient Romans, whose pagan laws forbade the
burial of their dead within the city walls. The largest and most picturesque of
these is the Tomba di Cecilia Metella (Via Appia Antica 161; @ 06-7800093; 6€
adults, 3€ seniors and students; Tues-Sun 9am-4pm), which now incorporates a
medieval castle built on the site of the cylindrical tomb of a wealthy 1st-century-B.C.
Roman lady. The complex serves as an example of the ritual of ancient Roman
burials, and many of the funerary urns which once lined the Appian Way are now
housed here. From this point on, the Appia Antica gets even more parklike and
romantic—there are no major monuments to visit, but you'll walk the very flag-
stones that the Roman legions did, and you can peck past the gates of sumptuous
villas that have been here since the Renaissance. When it’s time to head back to
the city, the simplest way is to hop on bus no. 660 (in front of the coffee bar near
Cecilia Metella), which takes you to Largo Colli Albani (near San Giovanni),
where you can then take metro @ or bus no. 87 back to the city center.

AVENTINO +

The Aventino is by far the quietest of the seven hills of Rome. High above the
bustling local neighborhood of Testaccio, it’s mostly a lush residential area and
those who live here tend to frown on visitors. Ignore them . . . and take in the
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view. At the top of the hill on Piazza dei Cavalieri di Malta is one of Rome’s most
famous keyholes $€at the door of the headquarters of the Priory of Malta (clearly
marked). Lean close to the circular opening (which really isn’t a keyhole anymore)
to see a perfectly framed view of St. Peter’s Basilica. Here you are also looking at
three sovereign nations: Italy, Malta, and Vatican City. You can make the trek up
from either the Testaccio side or from the Circus Maximus.

Next door to the famous keyhole, past the 24-hour guards, is one of Rome’s
best preserved original churches, the 5th-century Church of Santa Sabina (Piazza
Pietro d'Illiria 1), which was built on the site of the original Titulus Sabinae, a pri-
vate home used for worship in 442. The church has changed very little; the orig-
inal wooden door (now with some replica panels) shows the life of Moses and a
crucifixion scene that is believed to be one of the earliest artistic portrayals of the
crucifixion of Christ.

A few meters from the church is one of this area’s best kept secrets: Parco
Savello $t<X, also known as the Orange Park. In the springtime, when the grove
of clementine trees is in bloom, the perfume is intoxicating. But the view from
the overlook terrace is what you make this trek for; it is one you don’t often see of
the Roman skyline and Trastevere rooftops.

Down below the Aventino, you can’t help but notice the massive and seem-
ingly out-of-place white-marble pyramid at the edge of the Cimitero Acattolico
(Protestant Cemetery) <X (Via Caio Cestio 6; B 06-5741900; www.protestant
cemetery.it; free; Mon-Sat 8:30am-4:30pm). Stop here to see the graves of both
Keats and Shelley. The pyramid is the mausoleum of a Roman family.

MUSEUMS OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

A full third of Rome’s vast assortment of ancient art can be found at the Museo
Nazionale Romano: Palazzo Massimo alla Terme <X (Largo di Villa Peretti 1;
T 06-480201, bookings 06-39967700; integrated ticket 6.50€ adults, 3.50€
seniors and students; Tues-Sun 9am-7pm). Among its treasures are a major coin
collection, extensive maps of trade routes (with audio and visual exhibits on the
network of traders over the centuries) and busts of emperors and their families.
But the real draw is on the second floor, where you can see some of the oldest of
Rome’s frescoes depicting scenes of ancient Roman life, dating back to the house
of Livia on the Palatine Hill (p. 55). The museum is across the square from
Termini station at the edge of Piazza della Repubblica.

And across the Piazza della Repubblica is an example of Roman recycling at its
finest. Originally this spot held the largest of Rome’s hedonistic baths (dating
from 298 A.D.), but during the Renaissance both a church and a convent were
plunked on top of the ruins, both designed by Michelangelo, no less. Today the
entire hodgepodge is known as Museo Nazionale Romano: Terme di Diocleziano
(Via Enrico de Nicola 79; @ 06-399677000; www.archeorm.arti.beniculturali.it/
sar2000/diocleziano; integrated ticket 7€ adults, 3.50€ seniors and students;
Tues-Sat 9am-7:45pm) and this juxtaposition of Christianity, ancient ruins, and
exhibit space make for a compelling museum stop. The collections of ancient art
here make up the third part of a museum circuit consisting of the Museo
Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Massimo alla Terme (see above), and Palazzo Altemps
(p. 68). The church, Santa Maria degli Angeli (Piazza della Repubblica; T 06-
4880812; www.santamariadegliangeliroma.it; Mon-Sat 7am-6:30pm, Sun
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7am-7:30pm) is an ingenious turn, fitted snugly inside the Baths of Diocletian. A
giant 45m (148-ft.) bronze meridian runs across the main body of the church,
which until 1870 was used to set Rome’s clocks. On sunny days, beams of light
shine through strategically placed holes in the walls, lighting up the points on the
meridian and zodiac symbols. At the entrance of the church, the dome forms a
prism that reflects rainbows of light on the statues below.

An even more majestic set of ruins, the Baths of Caracalla <X (Viale delle
Terme di Caracalla 52; T 06-5745748; 6€ adults, 3.50€ seniors and students;
Mon 9am-1pm, Tues-Sun 9am-sunset) were built in A.D. 213 and used, back in
the day, as a giant spa. Some 1,600 Romans could come to play in the gymna-
sium and swimming pool, or sack out in a series of saunas and baths with vary-
ing temperatures and humidity levels. The baths™ intricate mosaic tiles are still
evident in some parts of the ruins. Others are preserved in the Vatican Museums
(p. 63) and the National Archaeological Museum in Naples (p. 512). Believe it or
not, today the baths are a popular venue for operas during the summer.

CHURCHES OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

A number of churches off the beaten track are still worthy stops, and not just for
religious pilgrims. San Giovanni 4% (Piazza San Giovanni 4 in Laterano; & 06-
69886433; metro San Giovanni or buses to Porta San Giovanni) is Rome’s cathe-
dral, making it the second-most significant church in the Catholic faith, after St.
Peter’s Basilica. Pilgrims visiting Rome can earn an indulgence here, as this is the
spot where the pope washes the feet of ordinary (but carefully selected) people
each Easter season. On the giant facade of the church are statues of Christ, John
the Baptist, John the Evangelist, and the 12 Doctors of the Church. A Giotto
mosaic adorns the apse, and a 13th-century cloister around the back of the church
features some artifacts from the original church.

Across the street is the Scala Santa (Holy Stairs; Piazza di San Giovanni in
Laterano; T 06-7726641; daily 6:30am-noon, winter 3-6pm, summer until
6:30pm). These are said to be the stone steps from Pontius Pilate’s house that Jesus
climbed before his crucifixion, and were relocated to Rome in the 4th century.
Now they’re covered with wooden planks, but are still as significant to the thou-
sands of religious pilgrims who climb them on their knees each year, reciting the
28 different prayers, one for each step.

Santa Maria Maggiore $X (Piazza Santa Maria Maggiore; B 06-483195; 4€;
daily 7am-7pm, museum 9am-6:30pm) is one of Rome’s five patriarchal basilicas.
Lately it’s also been the site of protests. American Cardinal Bernard Law was
assigned to this church after retiring from the Boston Diocese after the 2005
pedophile scandals. This church has the best collection of mosaics in the city. Start
with the 5th-century mosaic depictions of the Old Testament above the columns
in the nave, and work your way through the centuries along the length of the
church. Thirteenth-century mosaics of Mary being crowned queen of heaven by
Christ line the apse. Rome’s baroque master Gian Lorenzo Bernini is buried here,
marked by a plaque on the right side of the altar. On August 5, a celebration mark-
ing the miracle of a summer snowfall, which led to the building of this church, is
celebrated with the release of thousands of flower petals from the church ceiling.

Santa Maria della Vittoria (Via XX Settembre 17; & 06-42740571; free;
Mon-Sat 8:30am-noon, daily 3:30-6pm) is home to one of Bernini’s most famous
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and sensual sculptures, the Ecstasy of St. Teresa $X9%, inspired by a passage she
wrote: “So intense was the pain I uttered several moans; so great was the sweet-
ness caused by the pain that I never wanted to lose it.” The statue of the angel and
Teresa sits in the Cornaro chapel, which is decorated with frescoes of clouds and
hidden windows that light up the room differently throughout the day.

San Clemente <X (Via San Giovanni in Laterano; & 06-7740021; 3€ for
excavations; daily 9am-12:30pm and 3-6pm, Sun opens 1 hr. later) offers one of
the best examples of Rome’s multilayered past. The main church, which is a rela-
tively new 12th-century construction, is often covered with scaffolding, so skim
this section and head straight to the first subterranean level for the 4th-century
ruins of the original church and the chipped and faded frescoes of the life of
St. Clemente, who was the fourth pope after St. Peter. Climb down another flight
of dark steps to reach the pagan temple of the Persian god Mithras. Here, statues
of testosterone-driven bullfighters, some actually holding testicles, indicate the
types of meetings held here.

TOURING ROME—READ THIS SECTION!!

A good tour of Rome, whether it’s a walk through the Forum or a survey of the
Vatican Museums, can be the highlight of your trip. However, and this is a big
point, youve got to be a discerning customer when it comes to choosing your tour
outfit. Rome has an overabundance of melodramatic actor/guides who regurgitate
hyperbolic scripts about Christians being fed to the lions, as well as disconnected
old-timers who may bore you to tears (in barely intelligible English) with arcane
details about electoral reform in the 5th century B.C. Luckily, there are also a
number of terrific tour companies in Rome that offer a wide variety of itineraries
led by engaging, factual guides.

If you're especially interested in art and architecture or want a deeper under-
standing of any aspect of Roman history or culture—and you can splurge a lit-
tle—the in-depth tours offered by Context Rome (T 06-4820911; rome.context
travel.com) are simply outstanding. Their academic, interactive approach is like
the study-abroad program in Rome you never took. Context’s docents are local
and expatriate architects, archaeologists, art historians, and other cultural experts
who take small groups on thematic tours that last from a few hours to a full day.
You won't find more thoughtfully organized itineraries than these—for example,
they only do the Vatican at times when the crowds are likely to be more manage-
able, and they always find time to stop at a coffee or wine bar, if youre interested,
for post-tour discussion and camaraderie. On average, tours last about 3% hours
and cost 55€ per person or 300€ per group.

An excellent alternative for the visitor who wants to get his or her artistic and
historical bearings in Rome, Enjoy Rome (Via Marghera 8a; T 06-4451843; www.
enjoyrome.com) offers a number of “greatest hits” walking tours, like 3-hour
overviews of ancient Rome or the Vatican. Most tours cost 24€ per person, exclu-
sive of entrance fees (like the Vatican Museums). They also do an early evening
tour of the Jewish Ghetto and Trastevere, and a bus excursion to the Catacombs
and the Appian Way (40€), with a visit to ruins of an ancient aqueduct that most
Romans, let alone tourists, never see.

The self-styled “storytellers of the new millennium” at Through Eternity (T 06-
7009336; www.througheternity.com) are also worth your consideration. Staffed by
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a group of art historians and architects, what truly sets them apart is their theatri-
cal component, hence the dramatic scripts that many of the guides seem to fol-
low. So, on a tour of the Forum, expect your guide to break out into a booming
“Friends, Romans, Countrymen”—it can be a lot of fun, but it’s not for everyone.
Eternity’s niche tours, like a wonderful Feast of Bacchus wine tasting and culinary
extravaganza, are a culturally edifying way to party. Prices range from 30€ to
46€, but you'll get a 10% discount by booking ahead through their website.

Whenever possible, try to arrange your walking tours before you leave home,
as most hotels book bus tours only, which are slow, overpriced, deadly exercises in
mass tourism.

Another cost-saving idea is to rent an audioguide from the specific site you
are interested in seeing. These are available in multiple languages, but try to find
out if your narrator is a native English speaker or an Italian with a heavy accent.

THE OTHER ROME

Romans love their city for all the same reasons you will, but they certainly don’t
spend their days ooohing and aaahing in front of the Colosseum and St. Peter’s.
The rhythms and pastimes of locals in Rome are usually quite different from those
of a short-term visitor. In this section, I've listed a few good ways for you to go
beyond the typical tourist whirlwind, slow down a bit, get under the skin of the
city, and enjoy it on the level that Romans do daily.

SOCCER

Every Italian, it seems, is born with a passion for calcio (soccer) in his genetic code.
Romans are no exception. Going to the stadium for an A.S. Roma or S.S. Lazio
game at the Stadio Olimpico is the best window on the extremes of Roman emo-
tion you'll find in the modern city. Whether or not you're a soccer enthusiast, it’s
hard not to get caught up in the electricity that accompanies each match. The
choruses are all stadium encompassing, more thundering than anything I've expe-
rienced at an NFL or MLB game, and the action on the field is easy to follow. But
spectating is often a contact sport—when the home team scores, you can expect
to be bear-hugged (or beneficently tackled) by the nearest stranger. Likewise,
watch out for flying objects (like half-eaten sandwiches) from sour fans in the
opponent’s seating section. Between the Italian league (Serie A) and European
cups, there are games at least once a week between late August and late May. To
get tickets (20€-120€), go to any tabacchi (tobacco shop) in town that displays
the LOTTOMATICA emblem. You'll see the game the best from the more expensive
Tribuna Tevere and Tribuna Monte Mario seats; but the inexpensive Curva Sud
and Curva Nord are where most of the physical fan action is. The midrange
Laterale and Distinti seats are a good via di mezzo (compromise).

GLADIATOR FOR A DAY

The amazingly earnest men and women at Gruppo Storico Romano, a histori-
cal reenactment society whose primary function is as a “gladiatorial school,” will
give anyone patient enough to get past the language barrier (they speak a fair
amount of Latin, but little English) a 1-day lesson in how to be a gladiator—at
no charge—at their arena on the Appian Way. Club president Sergio lacomoni
(aka “Nerone,” or Nero) doesn’t mess around too much, so while there is room
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for humor as you learn this ancient fighting art, you will be expected to take your
“physical and mental preparation,” which involves basic stances and attack and
defense techniques, seriously. Beginners train with the rudis (a short wooden
sword), so don’t worry about having to hit the emergency room after your session.
Best of all, the /udus (“gladiatorial school” in Latin) is on the Via Appia Antica,
which certainly adds appropriate nostalgia to the experience. From about April to
October, training is held on Mondays and Wednesdays; in the winter, on Mondays
only. For exact opening dates or for more information, visit www.gst-roma.it, call
T 338-2436678 or 06-51607951 (ltalian only), or just stop by—they’re at Via
Appia Antica 18, between Porta San Sebastiano and the Catacombs.

SHOP, COOK & EAT LIKE A ROMAN

Washington State native Sienna Reid operates tremendously enjoyable half-day
“culinary adventures” for private groups of up to six in the Monti neighborhood
near the Colosseum. After a cappuccino in a typical Roman bar, you'll start by
shopping in a series of tiny mom-and-pop shops, some of which provide an eye-
opening reminder of the origin of foodstuffs that we're usually accustomed to see-
ing already cleaned and packaged in plastic at the supermarket. Once you've
completed this shopping-cum-local-culture tour, it's up to the kitchen, where
Reid is happy to have you help prepare and cook hands on, or just relax and watch
her do it. Each hearty lunch—ecaten on the apartment’s sunny terrace or in its
17th-century dining room, depending on the weather—includes an antipasto, a
primo, a secondo, a vegetable contorno, and a dessert. Everything but the dessert
will be made from what you purchased that morning. Wines accompany the
meal, and are preselected to match what youre making. The big takeaway from
Reid’s “adventures,” though (and one I heartily endorse) is “how to make simple
Italian dishes with fresh seasonal ingredients that impress everyone.” Four-hour
tours are pricey at 400€ for two people, but if you can get a group together, the
price drops considerably (each addition person pays 50€ for up to six people).
Prices include all ingredients for the meal and wines. E-mail Sienna Reid at
sienna@tiscali.it or visit www.italyhotline.com for more information.

Well-known food writer Maureen Fant offers a somewhat similar baptism
into Roman cooking, except that your shopping takes place in the covered mar-
ket and delis of Testaccio, known as the “belly” of Rome for its scrumptious food
offerings. Then you take a short tram ride to her apartment in Monti for the prep,
cooking, and eating. This walking tour/seminar/workshop, called “Roman
Cuisine,” lasts from 10am to 3pm and includes lecture-style information about
the history of Roman food along the way. Fant’s tour also takes you to the deli
wonderland of Volpetti (p. 42), where you'll have the help of an English-speaking
pro to help you navigate all the amazing cheeses and meats you might want to
have vacuum-sealed to take home. Book Maureen Fant’s culinary tours through
Context Rome (T 06-4820911, or from the U.S. @ 888/467-1986; http://rome.
contexttravel.com). Rates are 150€ per person, or 475€ for a group of three; for
each additional person, add 40€.

LANGUAGE SCHOOL

Certainly, the best way to get into local life is to learn the language. I can tell you
as someone who went from zero to fluent while living in Rome, learning Italian
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is the greatest gift I've ever given myself. The Roman branch of a well-established
Florentine language school, Scuola Leonardo (Piazza dell'Orologio 7; T 06-6889-
2513; www.scuolaleonardo.com) offers a variety of Italian courses for all levels
throughout the year. For example, a 2-week standard course includes 40 lessons
(four 90-min. group lessons per day, Mon—Fri) and costs 300€. The school’s
emphasis isn’t just on classroom grammar and rote vocabulary drills, but on real-
world Italian and cultural literacy, a wonderful integrative approach. The Scuola
Leonardo can also place you in very economical accommodations—either in a
shared apartment with other students or in a Roman family residence with your
own private single room (260€-310<€ for a 2-week stay).

WANDERING TESTACCIO

A good bet for your first “real-Rome” indoctrination is a walk through the work-
ing-class neighborhood of Testaccio. It’s one of the least pretentious spots in the
city, and you never question the authenticity of what you see.

Early in the morning the locals crowd the market in the central square and
haggle with vendors for their fresh produce. The fishmongers know well who
caught the fish, and the vegetable sellers harvested most of the vegetables—just
look at their hands. One stand is dedicated entirely to the many varieties of toma-
toes in season, and the man who runs it will let you taste the difference. The stores
that circle the stands sell the kinds of housewares, wines, flowers, and food that
Italians buy, and you can get some of the best deals in town here. You'll find no
rainbow-colored pasta in pretty packages here.

Down the street from the market you'll pass by old-fashioned candy shops and
seamstresses who barely look up from their needles as you pass by.

Go for a walk around rustic Monte Testaccio. By night this is club central, but
during the day, you can look up on the grassy slopes and see livestock grazing and
bleating happily in their pens—mere feet from where thumping techno beats
blasted hours earlier. This unexpected slice of rural life in the city center never
ceases to amaze and delight me.

Testaccio is a classic Roman neighborhood. Best of all, the locals will never
treat you like a tourist: If you make it to Testaccio, theyll assume you know why
you came and they will treat you as one of their own.

ATTENTION, SHOPPERS!

With so much to see, who has time to shop? On the other hand, who can resist?
If you do elect to do some retail damage, prepare for some serious dollar-to-euro
sticker shock. Note that many stores arent open Sunday and Monday morning
and adhere to the siesta, closing between 1 and 4pm, with the exception of those
around the Spanish Steps. The classic zone for high-end shopping is between
Piazza del Popolo and the Spanish Steps, with a high concentration of couture
boutiques on Via Condotti. Near here, Via del Corso has shops with more
approachable prices (and younger fashions), but it can be a zoo on weekends. Two
excellent thoroughfares for midrange fashion and accessories boutiques are Via
Cola di Rienzo, near the Vatican, and the even lesser known (to tourists) Viale
Marconi, southwest of Trastevere. Smaller, funkier boutiques are on Via
Giubbonari, off Campo de’ Fiori, and Via del Governo Vecchio, off Piazza
Navona. Smoggy Via Nazionale, which runs from Termini to Piazza Venezia, has
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inexpensive leather-goods and sports-gear stores galore, but it’s not the most con-
genial experience, and you'll need to watch out for pickpockets.

ANTIQUES

More than 40 antiques shops line the Via dei Coronari (which starts at the top
of Piazza Navona and continues west for about a half-mile to the river), selling
everything from large pieces of furniture to such small treasures as crested silver-
ware and divine candelabras.

BOOKSTORES

Feltrinelli (Largo Argentina 11, and several locations throughout the city; & 06-
68663001; www.feltrinelli.it) is an American-style megabookstore complete with
coffee bar. It has a large selection of music, books in English, and children’s selec-
tions, in addition to stationery and calendars.

CLOTHING MARKETS

Even people who dont need to look for bargains shop at the sprawling San
Giovanni Clothing Market (Via Sannio). The clothing here is all new and often
you're better off not knowing where it came from, but the prices are exceptional.
You can get very good quality leather shoes, belts, and purses at a fraction of the
price youd pay in stores. Stalls are piled high with jeans, shirts, linens, and fab-
rics, but you'll have to hunt through the merchandise to find your size. One
warning: Virtually no one here speaks English, and the international size charts
are a mystery. There are no changing facilities and no returns on purchases. You
can also find shoes and clothes at the Testaccio market.

DEPARTMENT STORES

Rome’s three major department stores are Coin (shoes, undergarments, midrange
fashion, cosmetics); La Rinascente (sunglasses, cosmetics, mid- to upper-range
fashion); and Upim (lower-end fashion, toys, cosmetics). Coin has locations on
Via Cola di Rienzo (Vatican area) and Piazzale Appio (San Giovanni). La
Rinascente is on Via del Corso at Via del Tritone. Upim has locations on Via del
Tritone and Piazza Santa Maria Maggiore.

FLEA MARKETS

The best known flea market in the city, and perhaps in all of Italy, is the Sunday-
morning bonanza at the gates of Porta Portese between Trastevere and Testaccio.
Stalls start setting up before 5am and you can start haggling shortly thereafter. If
you have ever dreamed of owning it, you can find it here. Watch out for pickpock-
ets, and be prepared for major crowds.

GIFT SHOPS
La Chiave (Largo delle Stimmate 28; T 06-68308848) sells imported crafts, inter-
esting antique toys, and paper masks, in addition to lots of rugs, blankets, and
handmade clothing. A small stationery shop in the back of the store offers jour-
nals and scrapbook albums.

If you're looking for a handmade memento, try the medieval-feeling Polvere
del Tempo (Via del Moro 59; & 06-5880704). It specializes in handmade jewelry,
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antique-aspect globes, candles, and time-related gifts like hourglasses made from
hand-blown glass or small used Campari bottles, which are calibrated to 3 min-
utes or 1 hour down to the last grain of sand. The items here are priced fairly and
are one of a kind.

For the inner gladiator in you, go to Archeo Roma (Largo del Teatro Valle 5;
T 06-6877590) for reproductions of statues, jewelry, and gladiator arms. You'll
find costumes, capes, and realistic-looking swords—perfect for your next
Halloween party.

GOURMET SHOPS

Packable, affordable gourmet foodstuffs are one of the easiest (and most appreci-
ated) souvenirs you can bring back from Italy. Several emporia you can seek out
for jars of artisanal paté, specialty oils and vinegars, even vacuum-sealed meats and
cheeses are Roscioli (Via dei Chiavari 34, near Campo de’ Fiori; @ 06-6864045)
or my personal favorite place in the entire world, Volpetti (Via Marmorata 47,
Testaccio; p. 42). In the Vatican area, check out Franchi (Via Cola di Rienzo 204;
T 06-6874651), which also has a great hot-food bar during the day, and its next-
door neighbor, international food market Castroni (Via Cola di Rienzo 196-198;
T 06-6874383).

SHOES

Off Campo de’ Fiori, Posto Italiano (Via Giubbonari 37a; & 06-6869373) never
fails to leave me drooling for a new pair of shoes. The good news? You can actu-
ally afford their classic and fashion-forward styles for men and women. Ladies
with a real shoe fetish should make their way to the Vatican area, where tiny
Martina Novelli (Piazza Risorgimento 38; @ 06-39737247) consistently stocks a
tantalizing area of gorgeous leather footwear (on the trendy side, but sexy and
wearable) from under-the-radar Italian designers you’ll never find in the shops
back home. The bigger-name designers for men’s and women’s shoes are all well
represented on and around Via Condotti.

TOILETRIES

No one sells simple soap like the Romans, and one of the oldest vendors of per-
fumes and other essentials is Antica Erboristeria Romana (Via di Torre Argentina
15; T 06-6879493), a store brimming with essential oils, tinctures, and other
herbal remedies, in addition to more mainstream cures. In addition, all across
Rome ubiquitous profumerie (toiletry shops) chains like Limoni or Beauty Point
peddle good-quality lotions and cosmetics. Note that OTC stuff like ibuprofen
and cough medicine is only sold at farmacie (pharmacies), which are often your
only option for sunblock and tampons, too. Go to any ottica (optician’s—they’re
everywhere) for all your contact lens needs.

VINTAGE STORES

People (Piazza Teatro di Pompeo 4A; @ 06-6874040) is an innovative store where
the designers Germana and Sara use material from vintage clothing to create
updated fashions. You'll find great club wear here, as well as interesting scarves,
jackets, and gloves. No two items are alike, so whatever you buy will be unique.
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NIGHTLIFE

Roman nightlife goes primarily in two directions: spontaneous and fairly cheap,
or organized and expensive. As you might guess, the former combination is usu-
ally the more enjoyable way to spend an evening. There are dozens upon dozens
of casual wine bars and pubs to pop into as you make your way around the cen-
tro (on foot), but there are also circumstances when you'll want to do a bit of plan-
ning and seek out farther-flung, schedule-specific venues. Of course, for many
locals and visitors alike, “nightlife” is just getting a gelato after dinner and going
for a leisurely stroll through the lively piazzas and streets of Rome, admiring all
the beautifully floodlit monuments—this is an absolutely valid option, too, and
perfectly safe: violent crime in the city center is pretty unheard of.

The centro storico—especially around Piazza Navona, Campo de’ Fiori, and the
Pantheon—is the prime zone for the bar scene. The aperitivo hour begins around
6pm (see “Aperitivo Culture,” below), when most drinking establishments offer
free buffets of very good food to anyone who buys a drink. There’s a break in the
action at most bars when people go out (or home) to eat (around 8:30pm), but
they’re hopping again from about 10pm until 1 or 2am. Venues here range from
old-fashioned enotecas (wine bars) to trendy, international-style lounges.

The area known as Monti, between the Colosseum and the train station, has the
city’s highest concentration of expat- and tourist-friendly Irish-style pubs, where
international sports events are usually broadcast along with the local soccer games.

For proper dance clubs, just go down to Testaccio. The artificial mountain
there, Monte Testaccio, is ringed with dozens of discoteche that are sure to have
your music tastes covered. Dress sharply, and expect to pay a cover of 10€ to 20€
at any Testaccio club.

Aperitivo Culture

The mass social phenomenon of the aperitivo (happy hour—and so much
more) can be a great way to meet, or at least observe the particular ways
of, real Romans. It started in hard-working northern cities like Milan,
where you'd go to a bar after leaving the office, and for the price of one
drink (usually under 10€), you get access to an unlimited buffet of high-
quality food—Llike chunks of Parmigiano-Reggiano, fresh green salad, or
mushroom risotto. Luckily for Rome (a decidedly lazier city), the custom
trickled down here, and now the city is filled with casual little places to
drop in for a drink (from 6pm onward) and eat to your heart’s content of
all these tasty finger foods. Near Piazza Navona, try the bohemian-feeling
Société Lutece (Piazza Montevecchio 17; @ 06-68301472), where you
might find a hipster giving away puppies. Off Campo de” Fiori, you'll want
to dress the part for the crowd at cosmopolitan and multilingual Crudo
(Via degli Specchi 6; T 06-6838989). In Trastevere, Freni e Frizione (Via
del Politeama 4-6; @ 06-58334210) is another great aperitivo spot,
packed with the young and young at heart in what was once a garage.
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Cultural Events in Rome

Concerts at Rome’s Parco della Musica (Via Pietro de Coubertin 15; box office
T 06-8082058; www.musicaperroma.it) and Teatro dell’'Opera (Piazza B. Gigli 1;
T 06-48160255; www.opera.roma.it) range in price from a few euros to several
hundred for big-name performers. The Italian president’s office sponsors free con-
certs (www.quirinale.it) around the city, including a weekly Sunday-morning con-
cert inside the Quirinale Palace. Churches cannot charge admission for concerts
and, therefore, host many events sponsored through advertising. RomacC’@ (www.
romace.it) is a weekly guide, published each Wednesday, that tells what's going
on in the city.

LIVE MUSIC

It might come as a surprise that Rome has some incredibly talented home-grown
musicians. In addition to that, the capital pulls in a lot of acclaimed international
acts throughout the year. One of my favorite venues is Big Mama %< (Vicolo San
Francesco a Ripa 18, Trastevere; @ 06-5812551; www.higmama.it), a down-and-
dirty spot for live blues and a guaranteed good time. Booking is recommended if
you want a table. Light dinner is also available, and most acts go on at 10pm.
Over by the Vatican, Alexanderplatz 4% (Via Ostia 9; B 06-58335781; www.
alexanderplatz.it) is held in high esteem by jazz aficionados. The vibe here is
grown-up and old-fashioned, and they also serve dinner. Check out their respec-
tive websites for up-to-date concert schedules and cover charges.

GET OUT OF TOWN

Rome’s comprehensive train and bus networks make it easy to take a day or half-
day trip to the Roman hinterland, which is filled with world-class sights all its own.

TIVOLI $x<x<x

This little hill town boasts not one but two UNESCO World Heritage Sites—the
ruins of Emperor Hadrian’s Villa and the Renaissance-era (and drop-dead gor-
geous) Villa d’Este—making it one of the most satisfying day trips from Rome.
It’s also one of the easiest, as Tivoli is just 36km (22 miles) from the city center,
and easily accessible by a combination of city transit and regional bus. Take metro
line ® to Ponte Mammolo, then a blue Cotral bus up to Tivoli. Note that Villa
d’Este is closed on Mondays.

Most people’s first stop on a Tivoli outing is the Villa d’Este (T 0774-312070;
9€ adults, 5.75€ seniors and students; Nov-Feb 9am-5:30pm, Mar 9am-6:15pm,
Apr 9am-7:30pm, May-Aug 8:30am-7:45pm, Sept 9am-7:15pm, Oct 9am-6:30pm),
a Renaissance fantasyland of fountains built against a dramatic hillside. The villa is
located right in the heart of Tivoli centro, at Piazza Trento, 1. The d’Estes were one
of richest and most influential families in 16th-century Italy, and their Tivoli villa
(“country home” in Roman nobility speak) was converted into a pleasure palace by
Cardinal Ippolito I d’Este in 1550. You don’t come to Villa d’Este to see the house;
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you come to see its extraordinary sloping backyard, which is adorned with thou-
sands of gorgeous fountains and manicured gardens. There are grottoes, reflecting
pools, rushing flumes, gurgling rocks, even a collection of diorama-like fountains,
designed by baroque artist Gianlorenzo Bernini, that “perform,” making the
sounds of organs and owls, every 2 hours.

As much fun as Villa d’Este s, it’s a huge mistake to come all the way out to
Tivoli and not visit the fascinating archaeological site of Hadrian’s Villa, too.
Hadrian’s Villa (Via di Villa Adriana; & 0774-382733; adults 6.50€, seniors and
students 3.50€; Nov-Jan 9am-5pm, Feb until 6pm, Mar and Oct until 6:30pm, Apr
and Sept until 7pm, May-Aug until 7:30pm) is not in Tivoli proper, but about
5km (16 miles) away in the hamlet of Villa Adriana (this is also the Italian name
of the site, which can be confusing), which you reach by a local orange bus from
the main piazza of Tivoli. Get on a bus marked VILLA ADRIANA—if in doubt, ask
the driver.

Hadrian (A.D. 117-138) was ancient Rome’s most well-traveled emperor, and
on this hillside plot of land east of Rome, he re-created some of the architecture—
of Greece, of Egypt—that he had admired on his journeys. The result is a vast net-
work of eye-poppingly creative structures where the emperor and his entourage



90 Chapter 2 Rome: Where All Roads Lead

lived, worked, and played when they weren't in Rome. The villa incorporates sev-
eral ingenious water elements, such as the Maritime Theater, a private imperial
study surrounded by a moat, or the canopus, an Egyptian-inspired reflecting pool
surrounded by statuary, and with a grottolike dining room at one end. Hadrian’s
Villa merits a few hours of slow wandering and examining of details, like the del-
icate, 1,900-year-old stucco work in the vault of a thermal bath. Inside the
museum is a miniature replica of the villa, which is worth locating first (after pick-
ing up a map at the ticket booth) so that you have a better idea of what you are
looking at. The villa is splayed out along the natural contours of the land, not
along perpendicular axes, so expect to get a little disoriented as you explore. Time
permitting, have a meal at the excellent restaurant, Adriano, directly across the
street from the ticket office. To get back to Rome, wait on Via di Villa Adriana
for a blue (faster) or orange (slower) bus to Roma Centro or Ponte Mammolo.

OSTIA ANTICA $xxsx

Rome’s ancient seaport, Ostia Antica (Viale dei Romagnoli 717, Ostia Antica; T 06-
56358099; 6.50€; Feb-0ct Tues-Sun 9am-7pm, Nov-Jan until 5pm), is one of the
most fascinating day (or half-day) trips you can make from Rome.

For centuries, Ostia’s commercial and maritime functions made it a town even
more bustling than Pompeii, with a population that topped 75,000 in the 2nd
century A.D. (compared to one million in Rome at the same time). The ancient
structures here are much like Pompeii’s—without the lava and ominous backdrop
of Vesuvius—and many remain intact, providing a window into Roman daily life
that you won't find among the ancient sites in the city of Rome proper. Among
the red-brick, pine-shaded ruins, are a well-preserved theater (where concerts and
Greek tragedies are still performed during the summer), comprehensive mosaics
from the floors of import companies’ offices, a grain mill and bakery, a firchouse,
several sets of thermal baths, a public latrine, and an ancient Roman snack bar,
complete with an advertising fresco on the back wall. Explore the far reaches of
the site to see how the Romans lived—from sumptuous private villas to more ple-
beian apartment blocks. Following the decline of the Rome, the port town was
abandoned and, over the centuries, covered with river mud as the coastline
receded to where it is today. Like so many ancient Roman ruins, the splendid
marble that once covered the brick walls of Ostia was carted off to create some of
Italy’s best-known Catholic architecture, like the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

Getting Here

Metro line ® runs to Piramide and Magliana stations, where you change for the
Ostia-Lido commuter train in the direction of Ostia. Get off at Ostia Antica. You
can make the whole one-way trip with a regular 1€ ATAC ticket. The excavations
are a 10-minute walk from the train station. These ruins are best visited with a
site map, available at the ticket booth or the site’s book shop. Picnicking is not
allowed at Ostia Antica, but there’s a good sit-down snack bar.

If it’s summer and youd like to go for a dip in the Med, you can easily do so
after your visit to Ostia Antica. Just hop back on the train to Ostia-Stella Polare
or Ostia-Cristoforo Colombo, which will put you within walking distance of the
beaches of Ostia Lido. From either station, it’s just a few blocks to paid establish-
ments that rent chairs and umbrellas and have showers, changing rooms, and
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casual beachfront restaurants. Note that Ostia is not the belle of the Italian coast,
but the sand is soft and the water is refreshing.

ETRUSCAN CERVETERI & TARQUINIA

Before the Romans ruled Italy, there were the Etruscans, a mysterious but sophis-
ticated civilization that flourished in the regions of Tuscany, Umbria, and Lazio
for several centuries. Two important Etruscan sites, the necropolises of Cerveteri
and Tarquinia, lie within day-trip distance of Rome.

Cerveteri’'s Necropoli della Banditaccia (Piazza della Necropoli; & 06/
9940001; 5€, Tues-Sun 8:30am-1 hr. before sunset) is closer and all around more
atmospheric than Tarquinia, with a junglelike maze of giant mumuli, mound-
shaped tombs of volcanic tufa stone. Lax site supervision means you can climb in
and all over the tombs and check out the dark interiors of the burial chambers.
Bring a flashlight for the full Indiana Jones experience. To get there, take metro
line ® (1€) to Cornelia, then hop on a blue Via Aurelia-bound Cotral bus (3€)
to Cerveteri. From the bus stop in town, it’s a pleasant 20-minute walk along rural
Via della Necropoli to the entrance of the archaeological site.

Getting to Tarquinia is a bit more involved, but you're rewarded by the best-
preserved tomb paintings in all of Etruscan Italy. The necropolis here, a 20-
minute walk from the main town, has thousands of subterranean tombs (not
raised sumuli, as at Cerveteri) decorated with vivid, titillating scenes of Etruscan
life and rituals. You could easily spend several hours descending and emerging
from the hundreds of excavated tombs here and not get bored.

Back in charming, medieval Tarquinia town is the excellent National Museum
(Tues-Sun 8:30am-7:30pm; 4€), where the astonishing terra-cotta winged horses
(found at an Etruscan temple nearby), as well as many of the artifacts found in
the tombs, are now kept. The easiest way to get to Tarquinia is by car; if going by
public transport, allow a full day, and take a direto train (www.trenitalia.com for
schedule) from Termini, Ostiense, or Trastevere station to Tarquinia (1 hr., 20
min; 6.20€ each way). The last train from Tarquinia to Rome leaves at 8:28pm.

VITERBO

A classic, medieval fortified town, the lure here is witnessing village culture first-
hand. So while you'll want to spend some time simply ambling aimlessly, don’t
miss the historic highlights which include the 16th-century Palazzo Comunale (it
still serves as the city’s town hall). Walk in and tour the building on your own;
there’s no ticket booth or information desk. On the upper floors are frescoes and
canvas paintings by Sebastiano del Piombo and Bartolomeo Cavarozzi. Outside
the city walls, visit the Gothic chapel in the church of Santa Maria della Verita,
made famous by a young boy named Lorenzo di Viterbo, whose wall scribbles are
some of the most detailed frescoes in this part of Italy. You'll need a car to get to
the natural sulfur springs, used by Julius Caesar for their supposed curative prop-
erties, that dot the countryside. Local Cotral buses (p. 23) from Rome to Viterbo
cost just 1€. Trains (p. 23) cost 6.70€ round trip.

POMPEII $xx<x

If you're not planning to visit southern Italy, you can visit the famous ruins of
Pompeii on a (long) day trip from Rome. To get there, take a train from Roma
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Termini to Napoli Centrale (see www.trenitalia.it for exact schedules), and then
transfer at the Naples train station to the local Circumvesuviana train. Be sure to
take the Circumvesuviana in the direction of Sorrento, and get off ac Pompeii
Scavi. Allow 3 hours each way for transportation, and at least 3 hours at the site.

See p. 529 for more information.

The ABCs of Rome

American Express The main offices in
Rome are at Piazza di Spagna 38 (@ 06-
67641). Travel services are open Monday
to Friday 9am to 5pm, Saturday until
12:30pm. Financial and mail services
operate Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm.
The tour information office is open
Monday to Saturday 9am to 12:30pm dur-
ing summer.

Business Hours & Siesta Banks are
open Monday to Friday from 8:30am to
1:30pm and 3 to 4pm; stores generally
open at 9:30 or 10am until 7:30pm. Fewer
and fewer stores in the center observe the
siesta, but shops in quieter residential
areas may be closed from about 1:30pm
to 4pm. It is difficult to eat lunch before
12:30pm or dinner before 8pm unless you
go to a tavola calda self-service style
restaurant or pizza taglio (pizza-by-the-
slice venue). Kitchens often stay open
until midnight.

Car & Bike Rental Major car-rental
kiosks are at both airports and in the Villa
Borghese parking lot, entrance Metro
Spagna, where you can also rent bicycles,
three-wheel peddlers, and 50cc mopeds.

Currency Exchange Exchange bureaus
are called cambio and are well located
throughout the city. There is generally a
service charge of 1%:% imposed by both
banks and cambio outlets.

Doctors The U.S. Embassy (@ 06-
46741) has a list of English-speaking
doctors. For emergencies, go to a pronto
soccorso (emergency room) at any hospi-
tal. The Aventino Medical Group (Via
della Fonte di Fauno 22; @ 06-
5780738; www.aventinomedicalgroup.
com) is a consortium of English-speaking

specialists who cater to the large expat
community in Rome.

Emergencies For an ambulance, call
T 118 or 113.

Hospitals If you take a car or taxi, ask
to be driven to the pronto soccorso at
Policlinico Gemelli, Policlinico Umberto I,
or Bambino Gesu (for kids). The ambu-
lance will take you to the nearest hospi-
tal, which is not always the best.

Internet Cafes Internet cafes now dot
the city and many hotels offer free Wi-Fi,
as do some city parks, like Villa Borghese.
In general, Internet cafes charge 3€ a
half-hour, 5€ an hour. New anti-terrorism
laws require users to provide an ID, which
is photocopied.

Newspapers & Magazines The Herald
Tribune, New York Times, USA Today, and
the major American newsweeklies are all
available at newsstands throughout the
city. Rome does not have an English-lan-
guage newspaper, but a twice monthly
magazine Wanted in Rome has interesting
English articles on local events and expat-
specific classified ads.

Pharmacies There is an international
pharmacy open 23 hours a day on Piazza
Barberini 49 (@ 06-6879098); it is
closed 7 to 8pm. Most pharmacies are
open Monday to Friday 8:30am to 1pm
and 4 to 7:30pm and Saturday mornings.
Pharmacies in each area rotate Saturday
afternoon and Sunday openings; check
the notice by each pharmacy for the rota-
tion schedule.

Police For police, call T 113.

Post Office The city’s main post office is
at Piazza San Silvestro near the Spanish



Steps, but you can buy francobolli
(stamps) at tobacco shops and from most
hotels. Vatican City has its own postal
service, run through Switzerland, with
offices in Vatican City near the metal
detectors at the entrance to the basilica.
It is open 8:30am to 7pm Monday to
Friday and 8:30am to 6pm Saturday.

Public Transportation For information
on public transportation in the city, call
ATAC (T 800-431784; www.atac.roma.
it); regional public transportation, Cotral
(@ 800-150008; www.cotralspa.it);
regional and local trains, www.tren
italia.it.

Restrooms Public restrooms in Rome are
frightening by most standards. The best
bet is to check for facilities at coffee bars,
monuments and museums, and department
stores.
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Safety Pickpockets remain the biggest
nuisance in Rome, especially around
tourist areas like the Colosseum and Trevi
Fountain. Table snatching (where some-
one lifts your purse or valuables from a
cafe table) is increasingly a problem, and
there is a growing concern with nighttime
arsonists setting fire to cars and mopeds,
including rentals, making it vital that
your car insurance cover fire.

Tourism Information Rome has an
impressive website (www.romaturismo.
com) featuring itineraries, suggestions
for accommodations, and one of the best
interactive maps around. You can take a
virtual tour of the city before you come or
use this site at computers found at the
many information kiosks in the city. It has
a particularly detailed list of local leg-
ends, and some great recipes for classic
Roman fare.



Florence: Great
City of the

Renaissance

Where humankind cast off the intellectual
shackles of the Middle Ages

by Reid Bramblett

THE NUMBERS JUST DON’T LIE. ONE-THIRD OF ALL UNESCO WORLD
Heritage Sites are in Italy. And one-third of these are contained in the small, com-
pact city of Florence, making it one of the most historically important cities in the
world. This vaunted status is nothing new. It is exactly what most Europeans
thought of Florence back in the 15th and 16th centuries, when the city’s achieve-
ments in art, architecture, science, and literature were unparalleled and it was
often referred to as the New Athens.

As the center of the Renaissance movement, and the hometown of its lead-
ers—Michelangelo, Brunelleschi, da Vinci, Giotto, Galileo, and others—the city
built up a store of riches that still dazzles today: the masterpiece-packed Uffizi
Gallery; the ingenious domed cathedral; Michelangelo’s David; and the city’s
stunningly decorated halls, palaces, and chapels. These treasures are still represen-
tative of the best mankind can achieve. And because of this, Florence remains a
must-visit destination for every first-time traveler to Italy, and a must-return des-
tination for anyone who cares about art and architecture.

DON'T LEAVE FLORENCE WITHOUT . ..

SEEING MICHELANGELO’S DAVID IN THE ACCADEMIA Rarely does
a work of art live up to its reputation as this one does. Note that the outdoor
David, in the city’s main plaza, is a copy of the original, which is preserved in the
Accademia.

TOURING THE UFFIZI Yes, everybody and their bus tour group line up for
it, but for good reason: The Uffizi has one of the best art collections on earth.

GETTING INTO LEATHER Florence is a mecca for leather goods, attract-
ing hundreds of jacket, boot, and bag makers. Tour the street stalls of San
Lorenzo Market or the higher-end shops of Santa Croce for good deals and/or
fine craftsmanship.

CLIMBING THE DOME Check out the Duomo, Florence’s cathedral, and
Brunelleschi’s massive dome from the inside, the outside, and up on top.

94
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TASTING BISTECCA ALLA FIORENTINA Order the city’s specialty: a thick
juicy steak on the bone prepared in an open wood-fired oven. Wash it down with
some Brunello and finish off with gelato.

ENJOYING THE MEALTIME THEATER AT TEATRO DEL SALE The
chef announces the upcoming entrees by screaming from a window in the
kitchen. Diners jockey for spots near the huge buffet-style serving table. After din-
ner, sit back and enjoy the onstage entertainment at this superb new supper club
run by the leading lights of Florence’s culinary scene.

VISITING THE SHOPS OF OLTRARNO  See fifth-generation artisans prac-
ticing their craft in family workshops on the south side of the historic Ponte
Vecchio.

CHEERING ON ACF FIORENTINA Join the people of Florence as they root
for the ACF Fiorentina, which competes for the championship of Italy’s elite Serie
A soccer league.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF FLORENCE

Julius Caesar founded the city of Fiorentia as an encampment by the Arno River
in 59 B.C. Veterans of his Roman legions later decided that the flat plain by the
river would be a good place to settle (and, notwithstanding a few thousand years
of floods, it was).

Florence grew to prominence in the early Middle Ages, as various guilds (espe-
cially those involved in textiles and, later, banking) gave rise to a prosperous mer-
chant class. In 1125 it elected a council of 100 of the richest merchants to rule
the city. The most powerful families branched out to create the world’s first pri-
vate banking industry, amassing incredible wealth along the way. By the late
Middle Ages, Florence was the city in Europe, supporting a population of well
over 100,000. Their loans and investments financed kings and popes alike, and
attracted the top artistic talent money could buy.

The same outlays brought in a huge amount of international trade, and by the
mid-1300s this crowded and unsanitary medieval city was an epicenter of com-
merce. Shipments of spices, silks, and slaves arrived daily from the Orient via the
ports of Pisa and Venice. Among these imports in 1348 was the bacillus respon-
sible for the Black Death (buried in the bellies of fleas riding the backs of black
rats). The plague swept like a tsunami through the city, the region, and all of
Europe, killing nearly a third of the continent’s population. In Florence and
Tuscany, the Black Death wiped out half the citizens in the first year alone, flar-
ing up again and again over the next 3 decades.

In 1401, a sculptor named Ghiberti received a commission to create low relief
panels to decorate the north doors of the Baptistery outside the Duomo. The
young sculptor’s designs were chosen over those submitted by other, more estab-
lished artists thanks in part to Ghiberti’s use of naturalism, classical balance, illu-
sion of space, and vitality of motion—all hallmarks of what historians would later
dub a “rebirth” of art and philosophy that would soon sweep all of Europe. This
is why many academics peg the year 1401, the city of Florence, and the humble
figure of Ghiberti, as signaling the start of the Renaissance.
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Not only did the city experience a reawakening following the plague’s devasta-
tions, but the artists and intellectuals of the day began to take an interest in the
ancient Greeks and Romans, reviving their humanistic ideals and reverence for
nature. You can still see the influence of this movement in the realistic carvings
on Ghiberti’s doors, and in the engineering feats (some of them derived from close
study of the Pantheon in Rome) that allowed Brunelleschi to create the dome on
Florence’s Duomo (a task he tackled, incidentally, after losing the Baptistery doors
commission to Ghiberti). The late 15th and early 16th centuries saw the contin-
ued flowering of this movement in the works of Botticelli, Michelangelo, and
Leonardo da Vinci—Tuscans one and all.

The history of Renaissance Florence is also the story of the powerful Medici
clan, a dominant family banking conglomerate that rose eventually to become city
rulers, princes, popes, and cultural leaders, men who not only created history but
also often rewrote it to extol their efforts. Many of the buildings and statues—
even the layout of the city—resulted from the wealth and will of this important
family. Without their money, influence, and tastes, Florence simply would not
have achieved the prominence and grandeur that it did.

Florence boasted military power to match its economic and artistic leadership
in the Renaissance. Its armies conquered Pisa, Arezzo, Siena, and a host of other
Tuscan cities. But infighting among Florence’s families weakened the city, and by
1600, with the Medici fortunes having faded, Florence began its gradual transfor-
mation into a tourist town. The creation of the Uffizi Gallery, in 1581, and thus
the replacement of living history with a museum, was perhaps the signal that
Florence’s best days were behind her.

Florence tried for another rebirth in the 1860s, following Italian unification.
It was named capital of the new Republic of Italy, and, to celebrate, constructed
the neoclassical Piazza della Repubblica by razing a medieval neighborhood. In
1865, the capital moved to Rome, and Florence was returned to the back burner
once again.

During World War II, Florence was as divided as the rest of Italy. Nazis and
Fascist collaborators fought Partisans in street battles even after the end of the war.
The Germans destroyed all but one of the bridges over the Arno to slow down the
Allied advance, but they left the Ponte Vecchio standing in a nod to its historical
significance. Allied aerial bombers also avoided hitting monuments, using the
reflection of the sun off the Duomo as a beacon.

Today Florence remains a vibrant, living city. Vespas buzz through the streets
like the wasps for which they are named. Steel garage doors between old stone vil-
las discharge Italian sports cars. The Ferragamo, akin to the Medici, rule their own
mercantile empire from a fortresslike palazzo on the Arno, and important fashion
fairs recall the initial rise of the city’s fortunes.

LAY OF THE LAND

The first order of business is to get oriented. The Santa Maria Novella district,
anchored by the eponymous church and the main train station, is at the far west
side of the tourist’s world, with the Arno River to the south. This area has
spawned a tourists’ ghetto of cheap lodging, Internet cafes, and souvenir stands
centered on Via Faenza, Via Nazionale, and Via del Giglio. Moving toward the
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city center on Via Faenza, you'll pass the stall-filled streets around Mercato
Centrale and San Lorenzo Church, claustrophobic but a good spot to shop for
leather deals.

All roads lead to the Duomo, the site of Florence’s massive domed cathedral,
the Baptistery, and 10 million tourists. So it’s easy to find, but hard to exit in the
right direction. Remember, the Baptistery, the smaller building with the doors
everyone is staring at, stands on the western end of the piazza.

Go north from the Duomo on Via Ricasoli, Via Cavour, or Via dei Servi to
find the Accademia (which houses Michelangelo’s David), Piazza San Marco,
and Piazza della Santissima Annunziata, respectively. These large attractions
create the northern borders of your tourist world.

The western edge of the historical center focuses around the cavernous Santa
Croce church, hemmed in by leather stores. The streets are a little more residen-
tial, the feeling a bit more local than in the central part of the district.

South from the Duomo, Via Roma will lead you to the neoclassical Piazza
della Repubblica and its huge arch. Via dei Tornabuoni, the high-end shopping
street with the Ferragamo and Prada stores, is a few blocks west of Piazza della
Repubblica. A couple of blocks east of Piazza della Repubblica, Via dei Calzaiuoli
brings visitors from the Duomo’s front steps directly through the medieval heart
of town to the statue-filled medieval Piazza della Signoria and Palazzo Vecchio
(the fortress with the pokey tower). Piazza della Signoria connects on the south
end to the Uffizi Gallery, which is just east of the shop-filled Ponte Vecchio, the
landmark bridge crossing the Arno River.

South of the Arno, across Ponte Vecchio, or Ponte S. Trinita, is the Oltrarno
district, more of a laid-back, locals-focused part of town, with winding streets
filled with artisans’ workshops and small stores. But it’s still tourist-friendly, with
hotels, restaurants, and the massive Pitti Palace, along with several other interest-
ing churches and, in the hills high above, Piazzale Michelangelo and San
Miniato Church offering fantastic postcard views of the city skyline.

GETTING THERE & AROUND

Most people arrive in Florence by train, but a growing number of international
and European discount airlines fly into both Florence’s Amerigo Vespucci
Airport (T 055-3061302; www.aeroporto.firenze.it) or Pisa’s nearby Galileo
Galilei Airport. Florence’s airport is only about 4.8km (3 miles) from the city
center, making it a reasonable 15€ to 20€ cab ride, or a 4€, 20-minute bus ride
into town via the direct Ataf-Sita buses that leave the airport every 30 minutes.
Regular city buses make the connection for about 1.50€. The Pisa airport is
about an hour from Florence. Low-cost airlines have a dedicated bus service run-
ning a dozen shuttles from the airport to Florence each day for 7.50€. From other
airlines, you buy a train ticket for 5.10€, and walk to the nearby airport train sta-
tion. Another option I've recently employed with great success is to fly into
Bologna, about a 90-minute drive across the mountains from Florence (or a 60-
to 105-min. train ride), aboard one of EuroFly’s new direct flights from New York
City (see “Getting the Best Airfare to Italy” in chapter 15 for details).

All airports have a full selection of rental-car services—but you won't want a
car if youre only staying in Florence. The historical center is minuscule and
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almost entirely pedestrian-only, street parking is nigh impossible, and garages are
terribly expensive. If you plan to explore more of Tuscany, arrange to pick up a
vehicle at a downtown rental office on the day you plan to leave Florence.

Florence sits on the main rail line between Milan (3 hr. away) and Rome
(about a 2-hr. ride). Stazione Santa Maria Novella (often abbreviated on signage
as SMN; T 800-888088 in Italy, or 055-288765; www.trenitalia.it) is the main
Florence station, across the street from the bus station, and a short walk from
dozens of hotels and restaurants and just 10 minutes’ stroll from the Duomo. A
tourist information office is in the station, but it mostly operates as a hotel book-
ing service—good enough for a basic map pamphlet, but you can get much bet-
ter city info at the main office on Via Cavour, 2 long blocks north of the Duomo.
Whatever you do, don’t get off the train by accident at either of Florence’s other
two stations, Campo di Marte or Refredi, which are way out in the "burbs.

Almost all regional and city buses arrive at the station right outside SMN. But
since Florence is such a rail hub, there’s usually no need to hassle with longer bus
rides, unless you're traveling to Florentine suburbs off the rail network.

Its fairly easy to reach the outskirts of Florence by car, via the Al autostrada
cutting down the center of Italy. Then all hell breaks loose. Assuming you can find
the historical center among the tangled collection of one-way streets, you won't be
able to enter it—only cars with special permits are allowed. Even if police dont
stop you, cameras can take a picture of the car’s plates, and you'll get hit with a
whopping fine months later. The good news is that hotels have arrangements with
the city to permit guests to at least stop by to drop off luggage. But this means
you need to have made arrangements with your hotel prior to arrival; don’t expect
to simply drive around and find a place.

For parking, you can make it as far as the garage under SMN for parking rates
of about 2€ per hour. Most hotels offer some sort of parking arrangement with a

The Red & the Black: Florence Addresses

You'll notice that the street numbers on most addresses for shops, restaurants,
and bars in this chapter end with an “r,” while the numbers for most hotels and
sights do not. That's because Florence has two overlapping street numbering sys-
tems: red for businesses and commercial addresses, black for residential ones
(which, for some reason, include most hotels). The two systems do not interact,
so on any given street you might pass red 1r, 3r, 5r, 7r, and 9r before you get to
the black 1—which may be followed by black 3 or red 11r. And while many
Florentine streets follow the common international standard of numbering one
side with even numbers and numbering the other side with odd ones, on some
streets the numbers just march up one side as 1, 2, 3, 4 . . ., then turn around
and start with 49, 50, 51, 52 . . . back down the other. Given Florence’s compact
center and relatively short streets, all of this is less of an issue than it might
sound, but I wanted to warn you before you got confused hunting down a given
address.
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Touring Florence

A number of companies offer walking tours of Florence. One of the best,
which combines native English speakers with interesting stories, is
Walking Tours of Florence (Via Sassetti 1; @ 055-2645033;
www.italy.artviva.com). Its owners have a theater background and choose
guides who are natural performers. Their spirited tours aren’t just dry pre-
sentations of names and dates, and it is little wonder that everyone from
Lou Reed to Michael Palin to A-Rod consider them the guides of choice.
The group offers half- and full-day tours of the major sights (25€ for a 3-
hr. tour of the city center; 94€ for a full-day tour, including museum
admissions) and an assortment of custom tours, including out-of-town
trips and a fascinating walk through the artisans’ shops south of the Arno.

A less recommended way to get oriented is on a bus tour. The
City Sightseeing Firenze (Piazza Stazione 1; @ 055-290451; www.city-
sightseeing.it) has two lines of open-air, double-decker buses on which
you can sit back and get a tan while you see the town. The 20€ ticket is
pricey, but if you're jet-lagged or just don’t want to deal with walking
through the heat or traffic, it may make sense. The ticket is good for
24 hours, works on both lines (which take slightly different routes through
the historical center; the brochure has a map), and lets you to hop off the
bus, tour a sight, and catch the next coach when it comes around again.

nearby garage, but prices vary widely, from 10€ to more than 30€ per day. If
you're far enough from the historical center, free street parking is available, but
make very sure it’s legal or you're going to have a nightmare of a time getting your
towed car returned. The cheapest overnight parking option, at 15€ per day, is the
underground Parterre parking lot, just north of Piazza della Libertd. On a map,
this is the northernmost node in the busy ring road around the historical center.
(Florence trivia: This ring road was built by tearing down the medieval city walls,
which is why most of the little piazzas strung along the road like charms on a
bracelet turn out to be traffic circles around a forlorn ancient city gate, many of
which were left standing.) Again, by far the best strategy is to rent a car before
and/or after your Florence stay, and not deal with any of the hassle and expense.

Despite the uneven cobblestone streets (bring comfortable shoes), the crazy
high-speed Vespas, and an unnerving number of large, fast buses, the best way to
get around Florence is on foot. The central historical district takes only about 25
minutes to cross. Avoid the city buses, which will bring you to outlying districts
before you can say “there goes the Duomo!” and then you’ll have to figure out
how to find your way back.
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ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

Florence has over 1,000 registered places to stay, plus an equal number of unoffi-
cial apartment and room rentals, so there really is something for everyone.
Recently, many of the semilegal private-room rentals and bed-and-breakfasts have
been forced to register with authorities, creating a visible glut of rooms. Hoteliers
now complain of a slow tourism market and high vacancy rates, even worse than
the post-9/11 slump. Amazingly, at some hotels room rates have actually gone
down, though many have stayed static and some have ventured a modest increase.
Still, such market factors should give you increased bargaining power for rooms.

Christmas, Easter, and the occasional trade show (especially the Pitti Moda
series of fashion expos) make for tighter times in booking rooms. A number of
smaller hotels and B&Bs close for a couple of weeks in August as well, making it
a little tougher to find lodging during this period.

APARTMENTS FOR RENT

As T've said, Florence currently has a glut of housing, particularly for those planning
to rent an apartment, with the lowest prices going to those who rent for a week or
longer. Renting an apartment can dramatically cut lodging costs, given that a decent,
centrally located two-bedroom flat with kitchen and sitting room averages about
600€ to 800€ a week—much less than a similar level hotel. Plus, you can cut down
on dining expenses by stocking the fridge with breakfast and snacks—though you'll
certainly want to go out for many meals to sample the local cuisine. An apartment
also offers a relaxing home base, and can give you a real flavor of local Italian living,

There’s something for everyone, from the palatial to the monastically simple.
One thing to keep in mind: A number of Internet-based companies consolidate
listings from private owners, so you'll often find the same apartments on multiple
sites. Research carefully before you book. In addition to the usual online rental
clearinghouses—such as Rentalo.com and VRBO.com—here are a few that spe-
cialize in Florence.

Rentals Florence (T 055-2347206; www.rentalsflorence.com) offers a dozen
apartments across the city, including one a stone’s throw from the Duomo.
Furnishings are basic but functional, the location is unparalleled, and you can
enjoy sunset over the city from the roof patio. Rates start at 470€ per week (980€
per month) in a smaller apartment for two people, and as little as 700€ per week
(1,800€ per month) in a flat that sleeps up to six. Gabriela, the rental manager,
works hard to make sure people enjoy their stays and can give recommendations
for rentals elsewhere in Tuscany.

For a wider selection of centrally located apartments in all price ranges, look
to Lodging in Florence (Vicolo degli Adimari 2; @ 055-280007; www.lodging
inflorence.com). You can trust manager Lorenzo Clemente and his team to find
an apartment that matches your tastes and needs. Their cheapest rentals are tiny
(but centrally located) “bedsits” going for 450€ to 640€ a week. These small stu-
dio apartments have bathroom and kitchen, and are clean and functional—but
don’t expect to do any entertaining. You can get up-close Duomo views starting at
920€ per week in an apartment sleeping up to five (though I think someone gets
stuck with the futon). On the higher end are cushy two-bedroom, two-bathroom
refurbished apartments with views across the Arno to the Uffizi for 1,450€ a
week. The group also has a bed-and-breakfast option permitting you to rent a
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room in a local’s apartment (a cheap and sometimes fun option), and can find
out-of-town lodging as well.

€E€E€€E€EE Because you came all the way to Florence to experience a
Renaissance town, perhaps you should stay at a period apartment. Palazzo
Belfiore <X (Via dei Velluti 8, Oltrarno; B 055-264415 or 055-611115; www.
residencebelfiore.it; AE, MC, V) offers seven unique apartments in a 15th-century
palace, which you can rent by the night, week, or month. The rooms boast fres-
coes and antique furniture, and are restored to their original splendor, but with
the addition of satellite TV, modern kitchens, and central heating or air-condi-
tioning (the nobles never had it so good!). Rates are 800€ to 1,200€ per week (or
120€-190<€ per night) for apartments sleeping up to four, 1,200€ to 1,600€ per
week (or 200€-240€ per night) for apartments sleeping up to six people.

RELIGIOUS HOUSING

€-€€ While Florence doesnt have the same meditative atmosphere as, say,
Assisi or a smaller town in the countryside, you can still save a bit of money, and
enjoy a spiritual interlude, at a religious house in the city—both run by nuns and,
as youd expect, pretty basic. Suore Oblate dello Spirito Santo (Via Nazionale 8;
T 055-2398202; cash only), which seems a bit out of place close to the chaos of
the train station, normally houses students, and therefore accepts tourists only in
summer (late June to mid-Sept). It has an 11pm curfew, requires a minimum 2-
night stay, and won’t take unmarried couples—though these rules are easier to live
with when the rates are just 56€ for a double with a private bathroom (however,
Sister Maria Domencia felt it was important I warn you that they do not offer
breakfast). Suore Oblate dell’Assunzione (Via Borgo Pinti 15; & 055-2480582;
cash only), between the Duomo and Santa Croce, charges 40€ per person in a
room with private bathroom (in room for most, though three of the rooms each
have their own private bathroom out in the hall), but is open year-round and is a
bit more generous with the 11:30pm curfew—you may be able to come in as late
as midnight in summer.

€ My preference is for a semi-religious stay. Despite the severe appearance of the
Pope Pio X Hostel (Via dei Serragli 106, Oltrarno; @ 055-225044; www.
hostelpiox.it; cash only), with photos of the pope and religious paraphernalia
everywhere, it’s really a relaxed hostel (each rooms sleeps three to six) popular with
Italian students—as it should be at 17€ per person a night in a room without pri-
vate bathroom, 19€ in a room with bathroom, about the cheapest option in
town. Get there early to claim one of the 58 beds.

€-€€ Finally, The Instituto Gould $t @ (via dei Serragli 49, Oltrarno;
T 055-212576; www.istitutogould.it/foresteria; cash only) is more upscale than
a regular hostel, charging 62€ for a courtyard double with private bathroom (56€
with bathroom but a street view, 52€ without bathroom), or as little as 23€ per
person in a shared quad with bathroom (regardless of view), 21€ in a quad with-
out bathroom (but on the courtyard). But the building, a palace from the
mid—17th century, has been modernized to provide clean, basic dorm rooms, and
boasts an attractive courtyard. A portion of your room rate goes to help the dis-
advantaged children whom the institute supports.
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BED & BREAKFASTS

There are an astounding 429 B&Bs operating in and around Florence these days.
They run the gamut from echoing salons complete with frescoes and four-poster
beds in Renaissance palazzi to bland back rooms in modern apartments. Even
more importantly, the prices are incredibly reasonable. While you will see plenty
of the posher pads charging 120€ to 180€ for a double room (and a handful of
magnificent, palatial options clocking in as high as 360€), the vast majority range
from 70€ to 120€, with dozens of choices in the 35€ to 70€ range—that’s well
below the price of a standard hotel.

The problem with listing B&Bs in a guidebook—aside from the fact that
there’s not nearly enough room—is that each only rents two to five rooms, and
most only two to three. In a city as popular and heavily visited as Florence, list-
ing individual properties would quickly overwhelm them with calls and any
reader besides the lucky first two or three callers on a given day is going to find
them all booked.

Good thing, then, that the city tourism office (www.firenzeturismo.it) lists all
429 Florentine bed-and-breakfasts on its website under “Where to Stay,” provid-
ing address, phone number, website, and e-mail (if available); photos, if they have
them; and the ability to send a booking e-mail inquiry directly. Hént: The full list
is actually divided between 327 “professional” B&Bs and 102 “nonprofessional”
ones; the professional ones have officially registered with the tourist office and
provided their rates.

The prices are not readily apparent. What you should look at is the second row
of little icons (the first row tells you how many rooms, beds, and baths); the num-
bers under the tiny icons of a single bed or two beds are the rates, in euros, for a
single and double room, respectively. A cappuccino cup with a “C” under it
means breakfast is included.

HOTELS OF THE SANTA MARIA NOVELLA DISTRICT

The area just east of the train station—where Via Faenza crosses Via Nazionale—
is not the most glamorous area of town, but it does provide the greatest number
of affordable accommodations. Plus, tiny Florence is unlike most major European
cities in that being near the train station doesn’t put you a half-hour’s hike from
the historical center. The leather market is just a few blocks down Via Faenza, and
the Duomo just beyond that.

The area is also brimming with Internet cafes, bars, laundromats, shops, and
cheap restaurants catering to the tourist trade. It’s a good place for meeting other
travelers, too, especially backpackers who can afford to take this baby step above
basic hostel accommodations.

€ The friendly, older Italian couple who owns Seggiorno Burchi (Via Faenza 20;
T 055-268481; www.soggiornoburchi.com; AE, MC, V) doesn’t speak much English,
but they’ll cheerfully yell at you in Italian until you get your luggage and room
sorted. They have about the cheapest decent private rooms in town, at 40€ to 45€
for a clean, extremely plain but spotless double without bathroom, 50€ to 55€ for
a room with private bathroom. Plus, they offer a great deal on parking at 10€ per
day in a hidden garage next door. The 13 rooms on three separate floors offer a
mishmash of furnishings and views of the neighbors through interior courtyards.
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€€-€€€ A one-stop shop for budget lodging in this area is 56 Via Faenza.
That four-story building contains six hotels/hostels. The most surprising, per-
haps, is Hotel Anna’s 4% (Via Faenza, 56; & 055-2302714; www.hotelannas.com;
AE, MC, V), an extremely pleasant place tucked into the third floor of what appears
from the street to be only a low-end backpacker flophouse (it’s not). The newly
refurbished rooms here are spotlessly clean, with the type of classy, functional fur-
niture you'd expect to see at a three-star business hotel. I¢’s also a friendly place
with a helpful staff. Continental breakfast is served in a little frescoed alcove, or
in your room upon request, adding 5€ to the 80€-to-130€ room rate. The same
building’s first floor is home to Hotel Azzi ¥t (& 055-213806; www.hotelazzi.it;
AE, MC, V), a quirky, bohemian joint comprising 16 rooms, which range in price
from 80€ for a smallish double with fan to 130€ for a suite during high season.
Most doubles cost between 90€ and 110€. Rooms are brightly decorated, and
most feature an antique piece or colorfully painted wall to add ambience. The
manager, Valentino, and his partners run a number of hotels, apartments, and
B&Bs in town, offering what he calls “a total housing solution”; they’ll find some-
thing for you even if the Azzi is booked.

€€-€€€ The proud motto of the service-oriented Hotel Nuova Italia 1414t
(Via Faenza 26; @ 055-287508 or 055-268430; www.hotel-nuovaitalia.com;
AE, MC, V) is “Just ask!” And they mean it. Owned by Luciano Viti and his affa-
ble Canada-born wife, Eileen (they met 3 decades ago when she was a tourist, and
his family’s hotel was recommended in Arthur Frommer’s Europe on $5 a Day), it’s
a labor of love, and the hotel has been steadily improving over the years. Recently,
the couple added double-paned glass, air-conditioning, and new carpeting, and
retiled the bathrooms. Luciano, Eileen, and their extended family will do any-
thing they can to help out during your stay in Florence, with honest recommen-
dations for sightseeing, shopping, and area travel. The official high-season rates
for a double are 119€, but if that’s too pricey for you, you may be able to bargain
them down, especially if you're paying cash (also, Internet specials often slash the
price to 85€ or even 75€). As they say, just ask!

€€-€€€€ Tucked away on a small side street, the tastefully refurbished Hotel
Botticelli X (Via Taddea 8; & 055-290905; www.hotelbotticelli.it; AE, MC, V)
has a resort feel to it, thanks to the downright pretty rooms in a restored 16th-
century villa. Many are done in the same wash of gentle colors that Botticelli him-
self used, and each features a nice framed print of the artist’s work, along with
satellite TV, air-conditioning, and minibar. It’s not too far from the central mar-
ket and the crowded street stalls of San Lorenzo, but enjoys the blessed quiet of
being on a small side alley. The breakfast room and balcony patio are large and
airy, and the buffet breakfast is good. Rooms officially go for 105€ to 240€, but
you can sometimes get them as low as 86€ when business is slow. Check the web-
site for seasonal deals.

€€ €€€€ From the outside, Hotel City 41 (Via Sant’/Antonino 18; & 055-
211543; www.hotelcity.net; AE, MC, V) looks like every other undistinguished
offering in this part of town. Inside, however, is another story: The rooms—98€
to 220€ for a double—are newly renovated and quiet despite the central location,
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and the staff is eager to please. They've recently added free Wi-Fi, serve an ample
buffet breakfast, and have even installed a reserve air-conditioning system in case
the primary one breaks down. With half-timbered arched rooms, whitewashed
walls, and elaborate Liberty-style stained and painted glass ceilings in the public
areas, this is a beautifully maintained hotel—especially when compared with oth-
ers in the immediate vicinity, which seem to be operated chiefly as tax write-offs
by absentee owners.

HOTELS IN THE CENTRAL DISTRICT, AROUND THE
DUOMO & PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA

The heart of town is, of course, the ideal place to stay—especially if you can get
the fabled “room with a view,” allowing you to wake up each morning to the
beauty of the Duomo and its nearby buildings. Consequently, lodgings here tend
to be pricier than those around the train station, but if you can afford to splurge,
this is one of the places in Italy where price will make a difference in the quality
of your stay. Hidden among the splurges, however, are a few good budget options.

€-€€€ In a prime location overlooking the Arno, the Hotel Bretagna <1<t
(Lungarno Corsini 6; T 055-289618; www.hotelbretagna.net; AE, MC, V) has swal-
lowed up an 1880s palace and several surrounding offices to create a warren of
widely varied rooms. Some are quite nice, with a classic Victorian look; others
resemble converted closets. But even the small rooms, with interior-facing win-
dows, are a good option given the location of the hotel and the fine breakfast and
common rooms. The prices are also quite fair: 45€ to 85€ for a double with
shared bathroom, 55€ to 115€ for doubles with private bathroom. Renovations
in 2006 created some triples (with or without private bathroom) and family
rooms with frescoed ceilings, chandeliers, and balconies overlooking the river—
making these rooms truly a choice pick of Florence, especially at a reasonable
100€ to 160€. Be sure to check the website for last-minute specials, which often
shave 15€ off the prices.

€€ Halfway between the train station and the Duomo, the Hotel Abaco $r¢x @
(Via dei Banchi 1; & 055-2381919; www.abaco-hotel.it; MC, V) is a budget
charmer of nine rooms named for different artists and done up in the colors that
each artist tended to use (compare the color of the drapes with the framed print
by “your” artist on the wall). All rooms have air-conditioning, TV, and a nice bit
of ambience thanks to the high wood ceilings and occasional stone fireplace of
this 15th-century palazzo. Because some rooms share a WC (all have private
showers and sinks) the prices are reasonable, especially for the toiletless rooms
where doubles range from 72€ to 82€ (85€-95€ with private facilities). There
are also nice triples (95€-125€) and quads (135€-155€), good for families.
Breakfast is 5€ extra, but free if you pay for the room in cash.

€€ Maria Luisa de’ Medici $t$t<X (Via del Corso 1; B 055-280048; cash only)
is one of my favorite pensioni in all of Italy. First off, it is bang in the geographic
center of the old city, on a narrow pedestrian street precisely halfway between the
Duomo and the Uffizi. It also has all the creature comforts you could want—firm
beds, thick walls, a hearty complimentary breakfast—in a setting that’s delightfully
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imaginative, quirky, and, in an odd way, stylish. The decor is a mishmash of styles:
rooms in a 1650s palazzo filled with funky 1960s high-design furniture, exquisite
baroque paintings, and modern murals of the Medici; sculptures crowd the corri-
dors. Most of the five rooms are oversized and terrific for families, and the Welsh-
born hostess Evelyn Morris is as friendly and helpful as can be. The drawbacks?
The cheaper rooms share a bathroom (these cost 80€ for a double, 110€ for a
triple, and 130€ for a quad; rooms with private bathroom cost 15€ more), and to
reach the pensione you'll need to walk up three flights of steps. Also, rooms do not
have phones, and there’s a curfew, which varies with the season (usually between
11pm and midnight). Aside from those minor quibbles, the place is a delight; it is
where I usually stay when I visit Florence on my own (when I don’t have, you
know, 40 hotels to review).

€€-€€€€ Though it looks seedy from the outside, the Hotel California (Via
Ricasoli 30, near the Duomo; & 055-282753; www.californiaflorence.it; AE, MC, V)
is actually quite nice once you make it up to the second-floor lobby. Its recently
remodeled rooms are spacious and comfortable, particularly the triples and quads.
Some rooms have that greatest of Florentine hotel amenities: a terrace overlooking
the Duomo. All have air-conditioning, satellite TV, and positively swank bathrooms
(some with Jacuzzi). The rear terrace, bedecked with flowers in spring and summer,
is the perfect place to kick back with a bottle of Chianti and write postcards. Rates
for a double room can vary widely by season, from 80€ to 190€—though if you
tell them you found the hotel through the Pauline Frommer’s guide they’ll knock
5% off (this is something they offered spontaneously, not that we asked for; we fig-
ured you wouldn’t mind if we accepted the discount on your behalf).

€€-€€€€  One of my favorite splurge options in any neighborhood happens
to be here in the historical center, on a quiet, little-trafficked side street just off the
river, 45m (150 ft.) west of Ponte Vecchio. The Hotel Torre Guelfa 424X (Borgo SS.
Apostoli 8, between Via dei Tornabuoni and Via Por Santa Maria; @ 055-2396338;
www.hoteltorreguelfa.com; AE, MC, V) is one of the most atmospheric hotels in
town, installed in a traditional Florentine tower-home dating back to 1380. From
the canopied beds and pastel-wash walls to the soft strains of classical music or jazz
echoing from the salon’s vaulted ceilings, this place quietly exudes comfort and
class. The real selling point is its namesake, the tallest privately owned medieval
tower in Florence, offering breathtaking 360-degree views of the city around you.
All that and doubles cost just 150€ to 210€ (120€-160€ for more modest room
in the guesthouse down on the second floor)—though so many people request
room no. 15, with a huge private terrace and a view similar to the tower’s, they've
had to tack an extra 60€ onto the price.

HOTELS IN OLTRARNO

More of a residential area than the one immediately surrounding the Duomo,
Oltrarno has a lively mix of restaurants and bars, as well as some of the most
charming shops in the city: the workplaces of jewelry makers, leather craftsmen,
and woodcarvers who have toiled on the side streets of this district for decades.
This is Florence’s most bohemian district, though escalating rents have been driv-
ing some of the artists out. In short, it’s a fun area within walking distance of all
the major sights.
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€€ For those whod like the convenience of an apartment but can’t commit to
a full-week rental, the Palazzo Mannaioni (Via Maffia 9, near Piazza Santo Spirito;
T 055-271741; www.florenceresidence.it; AE, MC, V) offers an affordable solu-
tion. It’s a 15th-century building that’s been subdivided into a number of small
apartments, each with its own efficiency kitchen. While these digs are nothing
special decorwise, the location is terrific and the prices can’t be beat for studios
that can comfortably house two for as little as 70€ to 90€ a day. There are 19 lit-
tle apartments, some with balcony terrace and some that can house up to eight in
four double beds (120€-157€ per night for these, while apartments with two
beds go for 90€-120€ per night).

€€_€€€  The views are why you want to stay at the Hotel La Scaletta $1<< @
(Via Guicciardini 13; T 055-283028; www.lascaletta.com; MC, V). Located right
next to the Picti Palace, it has spectacular patios overlooking both the Boboli
Gardens and the city. New management has extensively renovated the 13 rooms
and the common areas, creating a cheery, colorful atmosphere throughout. One
quadruple room is a good family choice at 105€ to 190€ a night, while doubles
range from 85€ to 150€. The only downside is the small bathrooms, but those
can't be helped: The hotel, like many others in this city, is set in a 15th-century
palazzo with real character, thick walls, and plenty of preservation laws against
knocking holes in them.

TWO HOSTEL OPTIONS

€  You know youre going into the bargain basement of budgeteering when
your lodging proudly advertises that the hot showers are free and the bed linens
are included in the price. Such is the case at shoestring choice Ostello Santa
Monica ¢ (Via S. Monaca 6; & 055-268338; www.ostello.it; AE, MC, V). Though
it is installed in a former 15th-century convent, it nonetheless manages to evince
little charm and doesn't insist on too many rules. It’s a good place to connect with
other backpackers; there’s a laundry room, shared kitchen, and Internet terminals
on-site; and the bulletin boards are usually packed with budget tour options, bars,
and restaurants around town. For 17€ to 19€ a night you get a bed in a shared
room of 4, 6, 8, or 10 beds (the fewer beds per room, the higher the price), and
a good Oltrarno location. Lockout times are 10am to 2pm and 2 to 6am; at least
curfew isn’t until 2am.

€€ The Ostello Gallo D'Oro $t @ (via Covour 104; T 055-5522964;
www.ostellogallodoro.com; AE, MC, V) is a clean, efficient hostel located a 15-
minute walk north of the historical center, but the walk is worth it because you'll
enjoy a friendly staff, a brand-new interior, and crisp, shiny shared rooms sleep-
ing three to five for 32€ per person (or get a private double for 75€). The prices
are a bit high for shared housing, but this is not one of your old-fashioned, rules-
intensive hostels. There’s no lockout or curfew, and every room has its own TV
and bathroom. The lobby has two free Internet terminals (plus Wi-Fi throughout
the hostel), breakfast is included in the rates, the kitchen is open to all, and the
friendly manager may very well offer to cook something up for you (it’s been
known to happen). There are also nice private rooms—with TV, phone, and pri-
vate bathroom—available at reasonable rates.
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DINING FOR ALL TASTES

In general you'll find a lot of cucina rustica (rustic cuisine) in Florence’s restau-
rants. This is food that’s meant to stick to the ribs and leave you sated, so it’s no
accident that the great specialty of the city is bistecca alla fiorentina, a huge slab of
steak on the bone, rubbed with olive oil and cracked black pepper. But this is not
peasant fare by any means; there’s a balance to these bold flavors that makes eat-
ing out in Florence a special occasion, even when you're just catching a quick
lunch. Two other Florentine specialties that deserve singling out, as you'll
encounter them on countless menus, are 7ibolitta (a thick peasant soup of can-
nellini white beans, tomatoes, and chardlike cavolo nero ladled over day-old bread)
and cantucci (the Tuscan name for those hard little crescent almond cookies else-
where known as biscotti) served with a tiny glass of vin santo, a golden sweet
dessert wine.

If you need to catch a quick lunch, it’s always best to arrive at a ristorante or
trattoria at the beginning of the lunch hour, which is from noon to 2:30pm, and
is traditionally the biggest meal of the day. Otherwise, you may have to wait for
a table. Italians tend to start dinner between 7 and 9:30pm—you can assume that
those are the hours of kitchen operation for the following eateries (with the excep-
tion of the gelaterie) unless indicated otherwise. For a map of Florence’s restau-
rants, see p. 102.

€€ (affe Italiano (Via della Condotta 56r; @ 055-289020; www.caffeitaliano.
it; Mon-Sat 8:15am-8:15pm; MC, V), a pastry-and-sandwich bar with an early-
20th-century feel, is a good spot to stop for lunch after a morning tour or shop-
ping expedition. It serves a variety of soups, salads, and sandwiches to a full house.
Morning visitors can enjoy custom coffee blends and fresh pastries made on the
premises. Relax at a window table to people-watch, or dine in the large upstairs
room.

€€ With its frescoed ceilings, antique fixtures, and tuxedoed waiters,
Ristorante Paoli (Via dei Tavolini 12r; @ 055-216215; Wed-Mon noon-2:30pm
and 7:30-10:30pm; AE, MC, V) is the type of place you'd imagine late-19th-cen-
tury visitors on “the grand tour” frequented. Yes, it’s a bit touristy, with a standard
spaghetti-type menu, but the food is actually quite good, if expensive for what
you get (pastas are 7€—14€). One highlight of the menu when it’s available: the
light and fresh sea bass with lemon, olive oil, and peppercorns (17€-20€).

€€ Dining at Il Latini $t$t$t (Via Dei Palchetti 6r; T 055-210916; www.il
latini.com; Tues-Sun 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-10:30pm; AE, MC, V) is the closest
you'll come in downtown Florence to the experience of digging into a hearty, gut-
busting traditional meal at a typical Tuscan countryside osteria. It’s a place where
strangers and friends jam together at long communal tables under a canopy of
hanging ham hocks and make like theyre dining at a bucolic tavern on some
saints feast day. Though it sounds hokey, it’s a chaotic, spirited experience that
truly does feel Iralian—even if more than half the diners are clearly foreign
tourists—and the food is first rate, not to mention the wines, which come directly
from the Latini family’s estate in Chianti. It's doubtful that you'll get a look at the
printed menu. Most patrons simply order the 35€-t0-40€ family-style sampler,
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Quite Simply the World’s Greatest Ice Cream

Italian gelato is so rich, creamy, and dense that it doesn’t seem fair to
translate it into something as pedestrian as the American “ice cream.” In
Ttaly, gelato is sold by the cup or cone size, not the scoop, at prices rang-
ing from around 2€ for the smallest cup (into which you can ask them to
cram two to three flavors) up to 9€ for a bowl-sized one. Just about any
gelateria in Florence can give you an excellent quick fix; just make sure
they advertise “produzione propria,” which means homemade, and that the
banana and pistachio flavors are both noticeably grayish—bright yellow or
violent green means artificial colorings were used. (As at any Italian bar,
pay first at the register and then take your receipt to the counter for your
treat.) Two parlors stand out:

Gelateria Carabé <$t$f$t (Via Ricasoli 60r; & 055-289476; www.
gelatocarabe.com; Tues-Sun 10am-midnight; closed Nov 16-Feb 14) is
regarded as equal in artistic merit to Michelangelo’s David just up the
street. The caramel gelato is reason enough to immigrate to Italy, though
they also do a brisk business in citrus and nut flavors made from ingredi-
ents trucked in fresh from their native Sicily.

Competing for the title of best gelato in town, Vivoli $2$t< (Via Isole
delle Stinche 7r, a block west of Piazza Santa Croce; ™ 055-239334;
www.vivoli.it; Tues-Sun 9am-1am; closed Aug and Jan to early Feb) varies
its creative combinations by season, but past concoctions have included
black currant and amaretto along with every variety of almond and vanilla.

a seemingly endless parade of antipasti nibbles, thick peasant soups, delicious pas-
tas, and platters of grilled meats accompanied by unlimited wine, water, and
espresso with a grappa at the end to top it all off. This is a fun experience, and
reservations are recommended—though you'll still have to wait in the crowd at
the door when it opens.

€€-€€€ Hidden on a lightly trafficked side street close to the Arno,
Ristorante Belcore <X (Via dellAlbero 30r; B 055-211198; www.ristorante
belcore.it; Thurs-Mon noon-2:30pm, daily 6:30-11pm; AE, MC, V) features Middle
Eastern—influenced Tuscan dishes in a cool minimalist white restaurant. A friendly
and well-informed waitstaff will guide you through menu choices that include
seared tuna with peppercorn and shallots (19€) and a soup of tortelli stuffed with
goat ricotta cheese, black truffles, and porcini mushrooms (12€). Artistic presen-
tations on Polish ceramic dishes complete the international flavor of the restaurant.
Every Friday is “fish night,” with a 35€ set menu featuring the catch of the day
and three additional courses. Reservations are highly recommended.

€€€ Itdoesnt look like much from the outside, but the expansive (and expensive)
Ristorante Buca Mario <X (Piazza Ottaviani 16r; & 055-214179; www.bucamario.it;
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Mon-Fri 7:30-10:30pm, Sat-Sun 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-10:30pm; AE, MC, V) has
been packing ’em in since 1886. A large underground warren of rooms with white
walls, red-and-white tablecloths, and Italian folk art on the walls, its classic appear-
ance is one that scores of Italian-American restaurants have tried to evoke for years.
Here it’s the genuine article, despite the fact that most of its clientele nowadays are
tourists. Still, the food is excellent and the old-school waiters lend an air of author-
ity (though they’ll also joke with guests in perfect English). You won't go wrong if
you order the spaghetti al baccali tossed with salted cod (18€), or the ribollita
(10€). The classic bistecca alla fiorentina is done perfectly here for 28€.

RESTAURANTS IN THE SANTA CROCE AREA

€ Chef Gino began his restaurant with only a couple of items on the menu,
hence the name, I'Che’ ce’ ce’ 4% (Via Magalotti 11r; T 055-216589; Tues-Sun
12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-10:30pm; AE, MC, V), which means “there is what there
is.” But over the years he’s catered to customer requests in his intimate trattoria,
and slowly expanded his offerings. Dinner begins with fried bread balls, courtesy
of the house. Pastas range from 4€ to 7€, and the London-trained chef (he came
home to start this restaurant) is a master of pasta: Try the spagherti alla brigante—
brigand-style pasta with some extra spice to it. The 11€ set menu is a good value,
combining two courses (your choice from among four pastas and four main
courses; the mixed grill is quite good) plus a small salad or side dish. The restau-
rant is a little tricky to find: Look for the alleyway sign on Borgo de Greci street
en route to Santa Croce.

€€ If you have difficulty choosing just one dish, youre going to love Acqua
al 2 €24t (Via della Vigna Vecchia 40r; T 055-284170; www.acquaal2.it; daily
7:30pm-midnight; AE, MC, V), which has made a name for itself with its tasting
plates—small dishes of lightly experimental Tuscan cuisine that give you the
chance to graze through the entire menu. The best way to begin is to share the 9€
assaggio di primi, a selection of five different pastas and other first courses, includ-
ing pasta with eggplant, broccoli, mixed veggies, and a yummy risotto with pesto.
For a unique secondo, try the beef with the surprisingly complementary toppings
of blueberry sauce and balsamic vinegar for 15€. Acqua al Due’s new sister restau-
rant, La Via dell’Acqua (Via dellAcqua 2r; @ 055-290748; daily noon-3pm and
6:30-11:30pm; AE, MC, V), has more of a fusion menu heavy on seafood and
California cuisine (a nod, perhaps, to the fact that they run another Acqua al 2 in
San Diego); a modern-jazz soundtrack and hipster artwork are part of the ambi-
ence. The 10€ spaghetti and fresh clams is particularly tasty.

€€-€€€ Dont be fooled by the graffiti on the cement walls outside, or the
faded PIZZACHERIA sign above the door; this is no place for pizza. Il Francescano
Trattoria 98 (Largo Bargellini 16r, next to Santa Croce; B 055-241605;
www.ilfrancescano.com; Wed-Mon noon-2:30pm and 7-11pm, open daily in sum-
mer; AE, MC, V) serves excellent traditional Tuscan cuisine in its odd interior (mar-
ble slabs and mirrors on the walls, ornate chandeliers hung from rustic wood
beamed ceilings) and on its outdoor patio set against the wall of Santa Croce
church. The gnocchi with pears and Gorgonzola (10€) is outstanding, as are the
grilled dishes, including tagliara di manzo—Tlightly breaded slices of beef (18€). The
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restaurant offers a variety of huge salads for 6€ to 10€, but save room for dessert;
the créme caramel or cantuccini (small cookies) can top off an excellent meal.

RESTAURANTS IN OLTRARNO

€ The folks at Le Volpi e L' Uva (Piazza de'Rossi 1; & 055-2398132; www.le
volpieluva.com; Mon-Sat 11am-9pm; AE, MC, V) boast that no shop in town car-
ries their selection of wines from small Tuscan vineyards—and they may just be
right. This is an excellent place for wine lovers. Waiters will recommend cheese
and meat platters (about 6€) to match any type of wine, which you can enjoy on
a small outdoor patio or in a room with windows overlooking the Arno.

€-€€ Even though it has evolved over the years from a cheap student hangout
specializing in giant bruschette at long picnic tables into a full restaurant of
Tuscan dishes and proper tablecloths, I still love having dinner at Il Cantione <X
(Via Santo Spirito 6r; & 055-218898; www.ilcantinonedifirenze.it; Tues-Sun
12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-10:30pm; AE, MC, V), a charming hidden cave of a restau-
rant beneath busy Via Santo Spirito. It’s always crowded—with both locals and
visitors—and the food is always delicious. The set lunch with a pasta and grilled
meat is a great deal (10€ weekdays, 12€ weekends). Besides the special, primi
run 6€ to 8€, with secondi ranging from 9€ to 15€ (more for a bistecca alla
fiorentina, at 4€ per 100g). This place prides itself on its wine list (its name means
“giant wine cellar”), so ordering even just one of the house wines can easily dou-
ble the price of the meal.

€-€€ For a quick bite, try Olio & Convivium (Piazza Santo Spirito 4r; & 055-
2658198; www.conviviumfirenze.it; daily noon-3pm, Tues-Sat 7:30-10:30pm; AE,
MC, V), a combination shop, bakery, classroom, and restaurant—spawned by a
catering company—which has a huge selection of wines, olive oils, and sand-
wiches to match. In fact, you can assemble a gourmet picnic here out of such
ingredients as prosciutto di cinta senese, made from the Tuscan “belted Sienese”
breed of pigs bred on chestnuts; pecorino Toscana, a tangy cheese created from the
milk of the sheep in Italy’s Maremna region; and schiacciate con ['nva, a scrump-
tious flatbread studded with juicy Sangiovese grapes. Sandwiches average about
7€, the ultratasty ravioli with meat sauce 6.50€. The restaurant also hosts cook-
ing classes, wine seminars, and, of course, olive oil tastings (the coat of arms in
the awning comes from a 14th-c. guild of oil sellers).

€—€€ There used to be statues of four lions at each corner of Piazza della
Passera, but now only the restaurant, founded in 1550, bears that motif: Trattoria
4 Leoni %X (Via dei Vellutini 1r; B 055-218562; www.4leoni.com; daily
7-11pm, Thurs-Tues noon-2:30pm; AE, MC, V). The waiters are generous with rec-
ommendations for such authentic Tuscan cuisine as pappa al pomodoro (tomato
and bread soup, 7€), the 12€ veal vitello tonnaro, or any of the other juicy grilled
meats. For dessert, the freshly made cheesecake is excellent, and 4€ well spent.
Patio seating enables you to enjoy the neighborhood feel of Oltrarno.
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The Cibreo Culinary Empire

Chef Fabio Picchi, and his wife, Maria Cassi, have created a small empire
of food and fun around the corners of Via Verrocchio and Via de’Macci in
the Santa Croce neighborhood.

Their sniffiest venture is Cibreo Ristorante €%t (Via A. Del Verrocchio 8r;
T 055-2341100; www.cibreo.com; Tues-Sat 12:30-2:30pm and 7:30-
11:15pm; AE, MC, V), where there’s no pasta on the menu but the fare is
ultratraditional and refined (if a bit spicy). On the other side of the kitchen,
Trattoria Cibreo X (Via de'Macci 122r; B 055-2341100; Tues-Sat 1-2:30pm
and 7-11:15pm; AE, MC, V) has a curtailed version of the same menu at
nearly half the price. Across the street from the restaurant, Cibreo Caffé (Via
A. Del Verrocchio 5r; @ 055-2345853; Tues-Sat 8am-12:30am; AE, MC, V)
has a small patio and a stylish interior—and it's even cheaper than the
trattoria.

But the real fun starts at the couple’s latest venture, the supper club
Teatro del Sale <€4f4x (Via de'Macci 111r; T 055-2001492;
www.teatrodelsale.com; Tues-Sat 9am-3pm and 6pm-midnight; AE, MC, V).
“Dinner and entertainment, 6 nights a week” doesn’t really sum it up. The
entertainment varies from Italian experimental theater to jazz and gospel
bands to Elvis Costello, who recently played a 5-night set.

The dishes, served buffet-style, are created in a glassed-off kitchen to
the side of the theater area. Chef Picchi announces each order as it
emerges from the kitchen, shouting them out like a ship’s captain:
“Women and children, take care! The penne is powerfully hot and spicy.”
Diners jockey for position around the table to grab helpings from the sur-
prise dishes as they arrive. Wine is dispensed freely from two large casks,
and desserts arrive in big servings.

And Teatro del Sale really is a club. Non-Italians pay 5€ (8€ for locals)
to join, and there are rules designed to preserve the spirit of the club. One
command is “ethical listening”; another requirement is to share the latest
cultural information with other members. “Any member discovered in the
act of noncommunication” (not being chatty) can get their membership
revoked.

Buffet dinners at the Teatro are 25€, including the entertainment,
which comes on at 9:30pm after the plates are cleared and diners grab a
seat for the show. Buffet breakfasts are available for 6€, lunches for 15€,
but without the shows. The front part of the building is a store selling
local olive oils, wines, and ingredients used in the cooking, as well as sou-
venir glasses made from recycled wine bottles.
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WHY YOU'RE HERE:
THE TOP SIGHTS & ATTRACTIONS

Remember this: There is no earthly way you are going to see everything in
Florence in just a few days. Even a week is not enough. I've been visiting this city
for 25 years, spent months of time here, and written guidebooks on it for more
than a decade, yet every time I visit I find new things to see and do.

That doesnt mean you can try your darndest to make a decent dent in
Florence’s overwhelming cavalcade of museums, galleries, churches, and palazzi.
Just pace yourself, and try to not squeeze in too much at the expense of enjoying
what you do get a chance to see. A perfectly lovely day spent lazing in the Boboli
Gardens is better, in the end, than one spent dashing down the cobblestones and
ticking off a dozen different churches.

The best strategy is to look over everything described here and just pick the
ones that pique your interest. Don't try to do it all. The only two things I am
going to insist you try to fit in are a tour of the Uffizi Gallery and a climb up
Brunelleschi’s dome. See: I'm not even saying you have to see the David.

I've organized the sights below geographically, each listed according to the
nearest piazza, but know that in this open-air museum of a city you'll find delights
around most every corner, making it a perfect place to spend a day of aimless wan-
dering.

One hint: To make sure you dont waste time waiting in lines, I highly, highly,
highly recommend spending the extra few euros to reserve entry tickets to the
Uffizi and the Accademia ahead of time. Trust me; in summer, especially, the lines
can stretch for blocks and the wait can last, quite literally, for hours.

THE SIGHTS ON & NEAR THE PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA

Piazza della Signoria 414 is Florence’s public living room, a giant space filled
with massive sculptures and surrounded by cafes, palaces, and museums. This has
been Florence’s political center since the 1400s, when the signoria, a group of
noblemen, ruled the city. The statues may seem like museum pieces today, but
they brilliantly reveal the dynamic political nature of the square.

The immediately recognizable David (a copy stands where Michelangelo’s
original, now in the Accademia, once held court) wasn' just placed beneath
Palazzo Vecchio’s walls because of its beauty; it was meant as a reproof to the (tem-
porarily) deposed Medici family in 1504. The naked youth represents the classi-
cal Greek ideal of democracy: David’s slaying the giant symbolizes the stand taken
by Florentines against oppressive rulers. Similarly, in 1495, city magistrates had
moved Donatello’s Judith and Holofernes (again, its a copy out here; the original’s
inside the Palazzo Vecchio) from the former Medici palace to the piazza to remind
all residents of the virtuous woman who slew her brutal assailant.

But the Medici eventually came back to town and proved they could play the
symbolic-statue game as well. They placed Cellini’s Perseus, done in 1545, across
from David under the elegant portico of the Loggia de’ Lanzi (this time, the orig-
inal is still in place). The work, depicting a battle-clad Perseus who has just sev-
ered Medusa’s head, symbolizes the military might that had defeated small,
competing governments, represented by the now-dead snakes in Medusa’s hair.
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Florence Itineraries

If you have only 1 day in Florence

A tough break, but still enough time to do a quick highlights run from
north to south: Start with Michelangelo’s David in the Accademia, and
then detour a few blocks west through the outdoor leather market
around San Lorenzo on your way south to see the outside and inside of the
massive Duomo and Baptistery in Piazza Duomo. Continue south to the
medieval center of the city, the statue-filled Piazza della Signoria, and
then on to the Uffizi Gallery for its unparalleled art collection. Cross the
historic Ponte Vecchio to the Oltrarno district for a down-home dinner.
This might be as far as you make it, but if you have the time make the
climb to Piazzale Michelangiolo and San Miniato Church for a panoramic
sunset over the town—or you could skip the walk up the hill and, instead,
shop at the designer stores around Via Tornabuoni or spend more time in
the morning haggling at the San Lorenzo market.

If you have only 2 days in Florence

Follow the above itinerary, but add visits to Santa Maria Novella church,
at the west end of the historical district, and to Santa Croce, on the east-
ern side. Also visit the Bargello sculpture gallery, just northeast of Piazza
della Signoria, and tour the Palazzo Vecchio in the central piazza. Don't
forget to stop for gelato, which will fuel you for a climb to the top of the
Duomo or Giotto’s Bell Tower.

If you have only 3 or 4 days in Florence

You'll be able to add a leisurely tour of the shops of the Oltrarno district, the
Pitti Palace and its Boboli Gardens, Santo Spirito church and its peaceful
piazza, and the disturbing Museo dello Specola. In the central district, you
can also visit San Lorenzo church and the connected Medici chapels. Stop
by the Central Market to sample local produce, and escape the art world with
a visit to the Science Museum behind the Palazzo Vecchio.

As Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici consolidated power through the 16th century
(eventually becoming grand duke of Tuscany), he envisioned himself as a new
Roman emperor and filled the square with massive Roman-influenced statues of
himself. One of them portrays him as a warrior on horseback, with reliefs at the
base depicting his land-based military triumphs, while the flamboyant Neprune
Fountain is meant to show his mastery in naval battles.

Near the fountain you'll see a small plaque commemorating the site of the
original “Bonfire of the Vanities.” In the 1490s, the famed rabble-rousing monk
named Savonarola briefly became leader of Florence on a fire-and-brimstone plat-
form of piety and anti-materialism. He convinced citizens (including the painter
Botticelli) to bring their “vanities™—paintings, silks, jewelry, and books—to
Piazza della Signoria and torch them in a huge bonfire. Eventually, Florentines
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wearied of the “mad monk” preacher; by the time Savonarola had crossed the
pope, was branded a heretic, and was excommunicated (along with the city), the
citizens were only too happy to turn on their erstwhile theocrat and burn him at
the stake—ironically, at the same spot as his original bonfires.

It's worth a visit to stroll through the beautiful central courtyard and chambers
of the Palazzo Vecchio €t (B 055-2768325; www.comune.fi.it; 6€; Fri-Wed
9am-7pm, Thurs 9am-2pm), directly on the Piazza. The Gothic building looms
over the east side of the square with protruding battlements and a 94m (314-ft.)
tower jutting up “like a stone hypodermic,” as author Mary McCarthy described
it. The multifunctional structure, built during the late 13th century and modified
over the years, has been home to the city hall, a residence for the Medici, and even
the chamber of deputies for the Republic of Italy before becoming city offices
once again. The museum portion of the building includes the Salone dei
Cinquecento (The Hall of Five Hundred), the historic gathering place for
Florence’s 500-man ruling congress with triumphal frescoes by Vasari, now home
to a small sculpture collection including Michelangelo’s Genius of Victory. The sec-
ond floor, converted into lavish living quarters for Cosimo I de’ Medici and his
family during the 1540s, presents an interesting contrast.

You'll also want to head a few blocks north of the piazza on broad Via de’
Calzaiuoli to stop by the Orsanmichele $t (Via Arte della Lana 1; B 055-284944
or 055-23885; free; Tues-Sun 10am-5pm), a 14th-century church and one of the
few remaining traces of high-Gothic architecture in the city. The hours listed
above are really only a rough indicator, as the church seems to open and close on
a whim (call ahead), but even if it’s closed you can enjoy simply touring the exte-
rior where reproductions of saintly statues by such fabled names as Ghiberti,
Donatello, and Giambologna stand in niches. To see the original statues, you'll
have to visit the small museum, which is actually up on the second floor of the
church but only accessible (via an enclosed bridge) from the building next door,
the Palazzo dell’Arte della Lana, across Via dell’Arte della Lana, from the
church’s back entrance. Here you'll find such masterpieces as Ghiberti’s St. John
the Baptist (1413-16), which was the first life-size bronze to be cast during the
Renaissance, and Donatello’s marble Sz. Mark (1411-13). Its hours are even more
sporadic than the church’s, but officially it is open for 45 minutes at a stretch
starting at 9, 10, and 11am daily (plus 1pm on Sat), but closed the first and last
Monday of each month.

THE UFFIZI GALLERY

The southeast corner of Piazza dell Signoria opens into the Piazzale degli Uffizi,
a long U-shaped courtyard surrounded on three sides by one of the world’s great-
est museums, the Gallerie degli Uffizi (Uffizi Gallery) <ttt (Piazza degli
Uffizi 6; @ 055-2388651; www.uffizi.firenze.it; 6.50€, plus 3€ booking fee—
highly recommended, call @ 055-294883; Tues-Sun 8:15am-6:50pm, ticket
office closes 6:05pm). Long lines, erratic open hours, occasionally surly staff, and
galleries closed for never-revealed reasons make the Uffizi a sometimes frustrating
place to visit. But these 45 rooms and marble corridors—built in the 16th cen-
tury as the Medicis private office complex—are absolutely jam-packed with
famous paintings, among them Giotto’s Maesta, Botticelli's Birth of Venus,
Leonardo da Vinci’s Annunciation, Michelangelo’s Holy Family, and many, many
more. So for all its potential inconveniences, the Uffizi is a must-see.
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Tackling the Uffizi: Planning Your Visit

Be sure to plan your visit to the Uffizi wisely or you'll waste a valuable day
in Florence standing in a 2-hour line, miss the top paintings, or find the
museum to be closed altogether. The first thing to do: Make reservations.
Call @ 055-294883 Monday through Friday 8:30am to 6:30pm or Saturday
8:30am to 12:30pm up to a couple of weeks in advance. You can also order
tickets online at www.polomuseale.firenze.it. By paying the 3€ booking fee,
you'll bypass the long lines and cross the velvet rope like a Hollywood
celebrity gaining entrance to a hip club. If you do come to town without a
reservation, lines will be shorter toward the end of the day (which means you
have to do the museum at a slow jog, but that’s better than skipping it).

Start with Room 2 for a look at the pre-Renaissance Gothic style of painting.
First, compare teacher and student as you examine Cimabue’s Maesz painted in
1285, and Giotto’s Maest done in 1310. The similar subject and setting for the
two paintings allows the viewer to see how Giotto transformed Cimabue’s iconic
Byzantine style into something more real and human. Giotto’s Madonna actually
looks like she’s sitting on a throne, her clothes emphasizing the curves of her body,
whereas Cimabue’s Madonna and angels float in space, looking like portraits on
coins, with flattened positioning and stiff angles.

Room 7 contains the next don’t-miss sight, the unflattering profiles of the
Duke Montefeltro of Urbino and his Duchess, done by Piero della Francesca in
1465. The subjects are portrayed in an unflinchingly realistic way. The Duke, in
particular, exposes his warts and his crooked nose, broken in a martial tourna-
ment. This focus on the earthly, rather than on the Christian, elements harkens
back to the teachings of classical Greek and Roman times, and is made all the
more vivid by depiction (on the back) of the couple riding chariots driven by the
humanistic virtues of faith, charity, hope, and modesty (for her), and prudence,
temperance, fortitude, and justice (for him).

In Room 8, highlights are the works of Filippo Lippi from the mid-15th cen-
tury. After you examine the Novitiate Altarpiece (important for its use of perspec-
tive) and the brightly colored Coronation of the Virgin, spend some time in front
of his most famous work, Madonna with Child and Two Angels, from 1465. The
background, which frames the portrait of a woman’s face with distant mountains
on one side and water on the other, was shamelessly stolen by Leonardo da Vinci
40 years later for his Mona Lisa. Lippi’s work was also a bit of a celebrity scandal
at the time. The woman who modeled for Mary was said to be Filippo’s lover—a
would-be nun he had spirited away from her convent before she could take
vows—and the child looking toward the viewer the product of their union. That
son, Filippino Lippi, became an excellent painter in his own right, and some of
his works hang here and in the next few rooms. However, it was Filippo’s student
(who would, in turn, become Filippino’s teacher) who would go on to become
one of the most famous artists of the 15th century. His name was Botticelli.
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Rooms 10 to 14—still collectively numbered as such, even though the walls
were knocked down in 1978 to make one large room—are devoted to the works
of Sandro Filipepi—better known by his nickname “Little Barrels,” or Botticelli.
Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (1485-88) hangs like a highway billboard you've seen a
thousand times. Venus’ pose is taken from classical statues, while the zephyr wind
blowing her to shore, and the muse welcoming her, are from Ovid’s
Metamorphosis. On a nearby wall is Botticelli’s 1478 Primavera, its dark, bold col-
ors are a stark contrast to the filmy, pastel Venus. Be sure to seek out Botticellis
Adoration of the Magi, which contains a self-portrait of the artist (he’s the one in
yellow) on the far right side.

Leonardo da Vinci’s Annunciation anchors Room 15. In this painting, though
completed in the early 1470s while Leonardo was still a student in Verrocchio’s
workshop, Da Vinci’s ability to orchestrate the viewer’s focus is masterful: The line
down the middle of the brick corner of the house draws your glance to Mary’s del-
icate fingers, which themselves point along the top of a stone wall to the angel’s
two raised fingers. Those, in turn, draw attention to the mountain in the center
of the two parallel trees dividing Mary from the angel, representing the gulf
between the worldly and the spiritual.

As soon as you cross to the Uffizi’s west wing—past picture windows with
views of the Arno to one side and the perfect, Renaissance perspective of the Uffizi
piazza to the other—youre walloped with another masterpiece. Room 25 con-
tains Michelangelo’s 1505 Holy Family. The twisting shapes of Mary, Joseph, and
Jesus recall those in the Sistine Chapel in Rome for their sculpted nature and the
bright colors.

Room 26 has a number of Raphaels, including the often-copied Madonna of
the Goldfinch, again with the da Vinci/Botticelli landscape in the background. The
reds in the recently restored Pope Leo X portrait are particularly vibrant.

Titian’s Venus of Urbino is found in Room 28. It’'s no coincidence that the edge
of the curtain, the angle of her hand and leg, and the line splitting floor and bed
all intersect in the forbidden part of her body. The domestic scene on the right
half of the painting, with the sleeping dog, and the little girl gathering clothes,
provides a contrast to the open sexuality of the left.

In stark contrast to the clean lines (and dirty mind) of Titian, seek out an El
Greco masterpiece from 1600, the nearly hidden St. John the Evangelist and St.
Francis (on the wall behind you when you walk into Room 33 from 32). It shows
the two saints stretched and blurred, with a gathering storm behind them. The
miniature dragon poking its head out of St. John’s goblet alludes to his miracle of
turning a poison into this creature. El Greco’s characteristic elongated forms and
surreal landscapes provided inspiration to many 20th-century artists, including
Salvador Dali and Modigliani.

By the time most visitors reach the rooms numbered in the 40s, they run out
of gas. But do check out the Rubens and Rembrandts in this section for a feeling
of Flemish versus Italian styles of painting. The detail of the hair, skin, and cloth
of the Rembrandt portraits from the 1630s, in Room 44, are amazing—just look
at the contrast between the faces of the young and old men.

On your way down from the second floor, you'll be strolling through the
recently added first-floor gallery rooms—created after a bombing in 1993—one
of which includes a trio of paintings by Caravaggio (Bacchus, Medusa, and the
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Sacrifice of Isaac), and many by the 17th- to 18th-century caravaggieschi artists
who copied his chiaroscuro (bright light and dark shadows) style of painting.
Here a rare female artist in the Uffizi, Artemisia Gentileschi, has one of the more
brutal paintings in the gallery, Judith and Holofernes.

SIGHTS NEAR THE UFFIZI

A short stroll behind the Uffizi is the Ponte Vecchio (Old Bridge) $£$%<X, one of
the most potent symbols of Florence. Many people cross over it before they real-
ize they are on a bridge, since it is flanked with jewelry shops in tiny 17th century
buildings. Many of the shops are owned by descendants of the original 41 artisans
whom Cosimo I de’” Medici invited to set up shop here (replacing butchers, who
formally occupied these buildings; there’s a not-so-secret enclosed corridor lead-
ing from the Uffizi, across the tops of these shops, and up to the Pitti Palace on
the opposite shore, designed by Vasari for Cosimo I so he could go to and from
work without having to mix with the crowds). The large metal ring at the wall was
for tying up horses. Now small padlocks cover the ring—symbols left by lovers to
celebrate their mutual connection.

The bridge itself has survived since 1345, despite floods, wars, and the
German bombing near the end of World War II. In 1944 as the Nazis retreated,
the local commander was ordered to destroy all the bridges across the Arno in
order to hinder the Allied advance. He did destroy the river’s other spans but,
sympathetic to the Ponte Vecchio’s historical importance, decided to spare it and
instead blow up the buildings on the riverbanks at either end to create giant piles
of rubble.

Returning to Piazza della Signoria, turn right past the palazzo Vecchio, then left
up Piazza S. Firenze/Via del Proconsolo to visit one of the most important muse-
ums anywhere for Renaissance sculpture. In a far cry from its original use as the
city’s prison, torture chamber, and execution site, the Museo Nazionale del
Bargello %<2 (Via del Proconsolo 4; & 055-2388606; www.polomuseale.firenze.it;
4€; daily 8:15am-1:50pm, but closed the first, third, and fifth Mon and second
and fourth Sun of each month) now stands as a peaceful sculpture garden and
three-story art museum containing some of the best works of Michelangelo,
Donatello, and Ghiberti.

In the ground-floor Michelangelo room, you'll witness the awesome variety of
his craft, from the whimsical 1497 Bacchus to the severe Brutus of 1540. Bacchus,
created when Michelangelo was just 22, really looks like he’s drunk, leaning back
a little too far, his head off kilter, with a cupid about to bump him over. Also note
Giambologna’s twisting Mercury, who looks like he’s about to take off from the
ground.

Be sure to cross the courtyard and climb the stairs to the enormous vaulted hall
filled with, among other sculptural beauties, some of Donatellos most famous
works. Notable among them is his David, done in 1440, the first free-standing nude
sculpture since Roman times. The classical detail of these sculptures, as well as their
naturalistic poses and reflective mood, is the essence of the Renaissance style.

On the right wall, note the contest entries submitted by Ghiberti and
Brunelleschi for the commission to do the Baptistery doors in 1401. Both had the
Sacrifice of Isaac as their biblical theme, and both displayed an innovative use
of perspective. Ghiberti won the contest, perhaps because his scene was more
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thematically unified. Brunelleschi could have ended up a footnote in the art his-
tory books as a failed sculptor, but instead he gave up the chisel and turned his
attentions to architecture instead, which turned out to be an incredibly wise move
(see “Engineering the Duomo,” below).

The second floor also has a small but elaborate chapel in which condemned
prisoners prayed, and guilty magistrates atoned for their sins.

The top floor is worth a quick walk-through for the statuary of the Verrocchio
Room (including yet another effeminate David) and the decorative helmets of the
Armory; skip the many small bronzes and medals if you're short on time.

THE INCOMPARABLE DUOMO & THE PIAZZA DEL DUOMO

The undisputed, preeminent, free-standing stone dome in the world sits atop
Florence’s cathedral, wider than that atop the U.S. Capitol, bigger than that of the
Pantheon in Rome, and a scientific marvel of its time. The Duomo (Cathedral)
of Santa Maria del Fiore <$t$t4 (Piazza del Duomo; T 055-2302885; www.
operaduomo.firenze.it; free; Mon-Wed and Fri 10am-5pm, Thurs 10am-3:30pm, Sat
10am-4:45pm, Sun 3:30-4:45pm) is the symbol of Florence and the city’s biggest
attraction, both in size and popularity.

Piazza del Duomo contains five sights operated by the church authorities: the
central church itself, the highly recommended climb to the top of the dome, the
climb up Giotto’s Bell Tower, the Museum of the Duomo, and the Baptistery. In
choosing which to visit, I'd say the Baptistery and a climb up the dome are must-
sees; the museum is a greatly underrated sight, and worth the time; the cathedral
itself doesnt take long. Giotto’s Bell Tower is for die-hards whose legs haven
already turned to jelly from climbing the dome.

The Cathedral, like Florence, has evolved over the years. It began as a
Romanesque church in the 5th century, and expanded through the 13th century
before it reached its present dimensions. The top of the dome wasn’t completed
until Brunelleschi capped it off in 1434 (see “Engineering the Duomo,” below),
and it took until the late 1800s for the tricolor marble exterior to be added in
honor of the new Italian Republic.

The inside of the Duomo is surprisingly empty, aside from the mobs of visi-
tors. So like everyone else, you'll want to walk to the altar to look up at the dome
soaring above you. From 1575 to 1580, Federico Zuccari—helped in part, at least
in some designs, by his teacher Giorgio Vasari—painted the bulk of 7he Last
Judgment fresco covering the interior of the dome. It’s no Sistine Chapel, but, still,
imagine the challenges involved in painting with quick-drying materials on a
curved surface more than 45m (150 ft.) above the ground.

For a closer look at both the painting and the dome, take a walk up the 463 steps
to the cupola (dome) <$t$&$X (6€; Mon-Fri 8:30am-7pm, Sat 8:30am-5:40pm).
The line for this climb can sometimes wind around the corner, but there’s no bet-
ter way to appreciate the engineering marvel of the dome since you actually get to
climb up in between the two layers of the dome. The steps can be exhausting,
crowded, smelly, and claustrophobic, but that just makes the view on top that much
more appreciated. Interestingly, when seen up close, the figures painted on the
dome look almost impressionistic, with vague features and skewed proportions.
Vasari and Zuccari weren't lazy when they designed the figures this way; they are
intended to be viewed from the perspective of people on the church floor, from
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which the odd proportions counterbalance the effect of the curving surface. This
serves not only to make the figures appear anatomically accurate but also to aid
in creating the illusion of depth.

For slightly fewer steps (414), far smaller crowds, and an actual view of the
dome instead of from it, climb Giotto’s Bell Tower (Campanile di Giotto) <«
(6<; daily 8:30am-7:30pm). This nearly became Florence’s version of the Leaning
Tower of Pisa because Giotto couldn’t quite transfer his painting talent into archi-
tecture. He created the plans and finished the first level of the structure by his
death, in 1337. When the next level was added, the tower nearly collapsed under
its own weight, and had to be redesigned. Now standing a sturdy 75m (250 ft.)
tall, the tower offers views over the city of Florence, and excellent photo-ops of
the dome.

The Baptistery $€$t<t (3€; Mon-Sat noon-7pm, Sun 8:30am-2pm, first Sat
of month 8:30am-2pm), across from the front of the Duomo, has the doors that
opened the way to the Renaissance. They are the baptistery’s great bronze north
doors, one of the first major works to incorporate the period’s naturalism and
semirealistic perspective. (Ghiberti also began the era of unreliable contractors—
it took him 27 years to finish a commission that was supposed to take 5.) For an
instant comparison between periods, go to the south (entry) doors and view
Andrea Pisano’s far less dynamic 1336 Gothic work.

The 20-year-old Ghiberti, who won the commission in a contest that included
Donatello, Brunelleschi, and several other far more established Tuscan sculptors,
created these north doors of New Testament scenes first. After his brilliant success
with the panels, Ghiberti didn’t have to compete for the right to create those on
the east side of the Baptistery, and many feel that these are his real masterpieces:
10 panels of Old Testament scenes that flow splendidly one to the next, and are
among the most exquisite creations of the Renaissance. When he first saw them,
Michelangelo is said to have exclaimed, “These doors are fit to stand at the gates
of Paradise,” and ever since they've been nicknamed “the Gates of Paradise.” To
protect them from the elements, the original doors have been moved inside the
Museum of the Duomo (see below); these shiny new ones are replicas from 1990.
Amid the splendor of the doors, you may forget to enter the Baptistery, but the
interior boasts some spectacular Byzantine mosaics from the 1200s.

The Museo dell’Opera del Duomo <X (Piazza del Duomo 9; & 055-2302885;
6€; Mon-Sat 9am-7:30pm, Sun 9am-1:45 pm) is a must for anyone who has read
the best-selling Brunelleschis Dome by Ross King, a highly recommended read for
anyone visiting Florence. Along with many of the designs and ingenious imple-
ments used by Brunelleschi in the building of the dome (fun fact: they even have
Brunelleschi’s death mask) are the wooden models of proposed Duomo facades
from the 16th century, when the Gothic facade was stripped off to make room for
a proper Renaissance one (in the end, it would take nearly 300 years before they
finally got around to slapping a front on the cathedral).

The museum is also notable for its magnificent sculptures, including four
standouts. There are, of course, Ghiberti’s original Gates of Paradise, cleaned and
reassembled here. The disturbing but beautiful wooden sculpture of a penitent
Mary Magdalene by Donatello depicts her torn with grief. The two cantorie (mar-
ble choir lofts) from the 1430s hang high on the walls just as they would have
been in the church: The earlier one (its original panels at eye level; plaster copies
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Engineering the Duomo

The dome crowning Florence’s cathedral is impressive, but to appreciate
just how amazing an accomplishment it was in the 15th century, consider
that nothing even remotely its size had been constructed since the
Pantheon in Rome 1,300 years before.

Because massive construction projects like the Duomo typically took
more than 100 years to complete, city planners assumed somebody would
figure out how to cover the church by the time they finished construction
in the late 1380s. That didn’t happen, though, and the church remained
open to the elements for two generations.

Enter frustrated sculptor Filippo Brunelleschi. After losing to Ghiberti
in the sculpture contest to design the church’s Baptistery doors (p. 123)
in 1401, Brunelleschi took his tools and went to Rome to study classical
architecture instead. He knew of the construction challenges of the dome,
so he measured, poked, and peered at the Pantheon, studying it for sev-
eral years, trying to figure out the mysteries of its design.

The challenge of the dome was this: For hundreds of years, arches had
been constructed by placing stones on wooden frames, and then removing
the frame when the stones were able to support each other. For larger con-
structions (Gothic cathedrals in France, for example), flying buttresses
were added for support.

The Duomo in Florence did not have the space around it to allow for
buttresses. And even if that problem had been solved, nobody could imag-
ine building a wood frame tall enough to support the dome-in-progress.
The wood would have sagged under the pressure even if the heights could
have been reached.

Brunelleschi came up with a three-part solution. First, he made the
dome with two concentric shells that supported each other, each thinner
than would have been necessary for a single dome. Second, he created a
puzzle-piece set of bricks, thicker at the bottom of the dome, lighter at
top, fitting them all together in a self-supporting matrix. And, finally, he
added giant hoops around each level, like a barrel, to deal with the out-
ward pressure of the bricks.

It worked, and many years after the humiliation of the Baptistery con-
test, Brunelleschi had his hometown victory. The pope came to consecrate
the capping of the dome in 1436. To this day, nobody has built a bigger
dome out of stone.

Not bad for a second-place sculptor.

on the loft itself up high) is by Luca della Robbia, who is more famous for found-
ing the family art studio that would go on to crank out glazed terra-cotta relief
panels for several generations); the slightly later choir loft by Donatello breaks
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tradition by having the sculpted cherubs break out of their panels to frolic around
the columns diving them.

Halfway up the staircase is the final famous work, a (mostly) Michelangelo
Pieti that nearly wasn't. Early on in the process he had told students that he
wanted this Pieta to stand at his tomb, but when the work didn’t go well, he began
attacking it with a hammer. He would have destroyed the beautiful sculpture had
his apprentices not intervened. The master never returned to the work, but his
students later finished some of the minor characters (the figure of Nicodemus was
untouched, legend has it, because this was a self-portrait of the artist).

PIAZZA SANTA CROCE & NEARBY

Basilica di Santa Croce <X (Piazza Santa Croce; T 055-2466105; 5€; Mon-Sat
9:30am-5:30pm, Sun 1-5:30pm) contains the elaborate, status-symbol tombs of
the brightest and the best (or at least the richest) of the Renaissance, including
Michelangelo, Machiavelli, Galileo, and Rossini. Dante has a tomb, but he didn’t
make the trip (see “Who is Buried in Dante’s Tomb?” below). Over 250 others are
interred below visiting tourists. (It’s said the expression “stinking rich” came from
commoners holding their noses with disdain as they walked on top of these
expensive graves in churches.)

The church looks large but shabby from the outside, and massive and majes-
tic inside. Rent the comprehensive audio tour headphones from the stand outside
the side doors for a nearly 2-hour explanation of over 200 locations in the church.
Among the notable sights in the church is Michelangelo’s grave, designed by
Vasari; it’s close to the front door, allegedly because Michelangelo said if he ever
came to life again, he wanted to awake to see Brunelleschi’s Duomo. Also walk
over to Machiavelli’s tomb farther along the wall to see his majestic resting place,
along with his pithy epitaph: TANTO NOMINI NULLUM PAR ELOGIUM, of which a
liberal translation might be, “What can you say about this guy?”

It took 90 years after his death before Galileo received the honor of having a
tomb in Santa Croce because, as the audioguide delicately states, of the “compli-
cated relationship” between the scientist and the Church (authorities originally
had the heretical body unceremoniously dumped outside city walls). The grand
tomb now stands near the church’s front doors.

Aside from the tombs, seek out the wonderful Giotto frescoes in the two
chapels to the right of the main altar. The 14th-century works have faded from
their original glory, but the Tuscan Gothic master’s homey, naturalistic depictions
of monks in these stories from the life of St. Francis reflect the true Franciscan
nature of the church much more than the self-important tombs along the aisles.

Outside the church, entered through a door to the right of the main entrance,
is the Museo di Santa Croce (same hours and entry ticket as the church), incor-
porating some of the complex’s cloisters and the peaceful Pazzi Chapel.
Brunelleschi (of Duomo fame) designed this structure for the Pazzi family just
before their unsuccessful coup/murder plot against the Medici. The Pazzi name
was erased from the chapel for hundreds of years, and no Pazzi were ever buried
here, but the chapel retains its simple, symmetrical Renaissance beauty.

Keep walking through the enclosed garden to reach the refectory. This quiet
area contains many Renaissance artworks, including the famous Cimabue
Crucifixion, restored after it was covered by water in the 1966 floods. The cross
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Who Is Buried in Dante’s Tomb?

Not Dante. Actually, Dante’s tomb in Santa Croce is more properly called a
“cenotaph,” a memorial tribute when the body is elsewhere. Dante
Alighieri, author of the sublime Divine Comedy, is credited with populariz-
ing (if not creating) the modern Italian language. He was born in Florence
in 1265, and from the cenotaph, the statue outside Santa Croce, and the
various shrines around town, you'd think he had always been a hometown
hero.

But Dante became involved in politics and chose the wrong side dur-
ing one of Florence’s incessant civil wars. He took the side of the pro-
imperial bankers of the White Party versus the Black Party of noble families
who supported the pope’s financial and political interests. In 1302, the
Black Party was on top, and Dante was exiled from the city for 2 years on
trumped-up charges. Angered by his expulsion, he wandered the northern
Italian landscape for the rest of his life, refusing all offers to return to his
hometown. Instead, he wrote the Divina Comedia (Divine Comedy)—his
three-part poetic saga of Inferno, Purgatori, and Paradiso (hell, purgatory,
and heaven)—being sure to populate the lowest depths of inferno with his
former opponents in Florentine politics.

Dante died in Ravenna in 1321, and the town claimed him as its own,
denying Florence’s continued requests for the body.

Florence had better luck with Michelangelo’s corpse. Despite the fact
that the artist did the bulk of his work in Rome, the Medici decided he
belonged to their city. Ten years after his death, agents stole his body and
brought it to Florence in 1574, ensuring only one cenotaph among the
many tombs in Santa Croce.

now hangs from retractable wires so that it can be yanked up should water fill the
building again.

For fans of Michelangelo (and who isn't?), the other worthy sight in the area
is the small house he bought for his nephew. It’s now a museum: Casa Buonarroti
(Via Ghibellina 70; @ 055-241752; www.casabuonarroti.it; 6.50€; Wed-Mon
9:30am-2pm) displays some of the master’s earliest works, including some bas-
relief sculptures done as a teenager, as well as a number of his sketches.

PIAZZA SANTA MARIA NOVELLA, PIAZZA SAN
LORENZO & PIAZZA MADONNA DEGLI ALDOBRANDINI

Just across the street from Florence’s main Santa Maria Novella train station
stands perhaps the most conveniently located historic site in Italy, the Santa Maria
Novella Church <24t (Piazza Santa Maria Novella; & 055-215918; 2.50€;
Mon-Thurs and Sat 9am-5pm, Fri and Sun 1-5pm). Even if you only have a
30-minute train layover in town, pop across the street to see this church, which
contains some of the finest frescoes in Florence—no small feat. Construction



Why You're Here: The Top Sights & Attractions 127

began in the 1240s, prior to the Renaissance, and the main part was completed
in 1360. The artwork inside traces this journey of pre-Renaissance styles through
the dawning of the new age, and the top three treasures include Ghirlandaio’s fres-
coes behind the altar, Giotto’s Crucifix, and Masaccio’s Trinita fresco.

Giotto’s Crucifix is an early example of naturalistic depiction of the human
body. Painted in 1289, Christ’s body appears to hang heavily on the cross, with
the twists of the limbs and curves of the torso adding to the emotional weight of
the composition. Compare this piece with the church’s other crucifixion scenes,
done in a Byzantine, iconic style. Masaccio’s Holy Trinity fresco, midway along the
left wall of the church, is the epitome of Renaissance-style perspective. Though
Gothic painters had frequently used foreshortening to denote depth, this 1428
composition was the first painting to incorporate the mathematical principles of
true, one-point perspective to give the work a depth and realism heretofore unat-
tained in art.

Domenico Ghirlandaio and his assistants (including a 16-year-old
Michelangelo) created the series of frescoes behind the main altar. While formally
known as Lives of the Virgin and St. John the Baptist, the series of religious scenes
is more about Florence of the 1480s. The characters wear contemporary clothes,
and random folks appearing alongside various saints are actually members of the
Tornabuoni clan, the sponsors of the paintings. Before you leave be sure to stop
for a moment in front of Brunelleschi’s 15th-century pulpit. It was on this spot
that Galileo was denounced as a heretic for declaring that the earth revolved
around the sun.

If you think commercialism has only recently come to churches in Italy, look
at the facade for proof otherwise. The mosaic inscription near the top has a 550-
year-old advertisement that says, “This church brought to you by Giovanni
Rucellai,” the nobleman who funded renovation of the church in 1458. The fam-
ily’s symbol (Fortune’s winds blowing a ship’s sail) dots the frieze like so many
Nike trademarks.

Now from the Rucellai to the much more important Medici, who ruled
Florence and Tuscany for generations, fought popes, became popes, and wanted a
church and memorial worthy of their ambitions. They had themselves entombed
in great glory in their home parish, in the Medici chapels <X of San Lorenzo
church (Piazza Madonna degli Aldobrandini, enter behind the Basilica di San
Lorenzo; @ 055-2388602; www.firenzemusei.it; 6€; daily 8:15am-1:50pm,
closed the first, third, and fifth Mon and the second and fourth Sun of every
month). The first room is the extravagant Chapel of the Princes, displaying gaudy
but entertaining marble decorations of all shapes and sizes. For a more artistic and
restrained setting, continue inside to the New Sacristy. Michelangelo designed the
tombs here, decorated with a famous foursome of statues, Dawn, Dusk, Night,
and Day. Compare and contrast Michelangelo’s figures: There’s not much differ-
ence between the bulk and musculature of the massive female and male bodies,
sort of a Renaissance version of the old East German swim teams.

The Basilica di San Lorenzo (Piazza San Lorenzo; & 055-2645184; 2.50€;
Mon-Sat 10am-5:30pm, Mar-Oct also Sun 1:30-5:30pm), a very short stroll west
of the Medici chapels, offers a peaceful respite from the mass of vendors in the
surrounding market. Brunelleschi, of Duomo fame, redesigned the interior in the
1440s. Donatello’s final works, the bronze pulpits, display dramatic crucifixion
scenes. For his effort (and years of service to the Medici), the artist earned a tomb
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in the church. Depending on your other options and interests, this church may
not be worth your time or the admission charge.

Attached to the church but entered separately from a door to the left of the
main entrance is the Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana (entrance via a gateway to
the left of the church doors; 3€, or 5€ on a cumulative ticket with the church;
Sun-Fri 9:30am-1:30pm, except when there’s no exhibition on, in which case it’s
closed), notable not only for its historic collection of manuscripts but for the
Michelangelo-designed architecture and stone staircase.

The final notable sight in this area is more of the Medici, this time at the
Palazzo Medici-Riccardi <X (Via Cavour 3; B 055-2760340; 4€; Thurs-Tues
9am-7pm). Once the home of Lorenzo the Magnificent (before Cosimo I moved
the family to the Palazzo Vecchio), it boasts splendid Chapel of the Magi fres-
coes XX by Benozzo Gozzoli, who took as his theme the journey of the Magi
and filled this lighthearted, color-rich fresco with dozens of portraits of the nota-

bles of the day.

NEAR OR ON PIAZZA SAN MARCO

Rarely does a famous piece of art live up to the hype. Michelangelo’s David, in the
Galleria dell’Accademia (Accademia Gallery) $X4%<X (Via Ricasoli 58-60; & 055-
2388612; www.polomuseale.firenze.it; 6.50€, plus a highly recommended 3€
booking fee—call @ 055-294883; Tues-Sun 8:15am-6:50pm), does. The statue is
much larger than most people imagine, looming 4.8m (16 ft.) on top of a 1.8m
(6-ft.) pedestal. David hasn't faded with time, either, and a 2004 cleaning makes
the marble gleam as if it were Opening Day 1504. Viewing the statue is a pleasure
in the bright and spacious room custom designed for David after the statue was
moved here in 1873, following 300 years of pigeons perched on his head in the
Piazza della Signoria. Replicas now take the abuse in the Piazza della Signoria and
the Piazzale Michelangiolo.

Most people who come to see David are delighted to discover he is surrounded
by an entire museum stuffed with other notable Renaissance works. Michelangelo’s
unfinished Prisoners statues are a superb contrast to David, with the rough forms
struggling to free themselves from the raw stone (they also provide a unique
glimpse into how Michelangelo worked a piece of stone; he famously said that he
tried to free the sculpture within from the block and you can see this quite clearly
here). Be sure also to visit the back room leading to the Academy part of the
Accademia, where you'll see a veritable warehouse of old replica carvings, the work
of hundreds of years of students. It’s almost as if a Roman assembly line has just
stopped for lunch. And continue through this back room, to the student section,
to see some modern interpretations of the classical work.

Important tip: Along with the Uffizi, the Accademia is a sight where it’s essen-
tial to make reservations. Be sure to book ahead; ic'll be 3€ well spent.

Travelers who enjoy the serene, jewel-toned works of Fra Angelico will want to
add the small Museo di San Marco <X (Piazzo San Marco 3; B 055-2388608; 4€;
Mon-Fri 8:30am-1:50pm, Sat-Sun 8:15am-6:50pm; closed first, third, and fifth
Sun and second and fourth Mon of each month) to their itineraries. The largest
collection in Florence of the master’s altarpieces and painted panels reside in this
former 13th-century monastery the artist-monk once called home. But perhaps
the most moving and unusual work is his Annunciation and a fresco of the life of
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The Strange Symbols of the Medici

Walk anywhere around Florence and you'll see the symbol plastered on walls and
hung from the corners of palaces. A set of anywhere from 5 to 12 small circles,
either as tiny balls scattered around a shield or painted red on a gold background,
make up the family crest of the mighty Medici. Members would put it on any of
their own buildings, or those they sponsored, renovated, or conquered over the
years.

But what is the origin of these circles? Some say they represent pillboxes, sym-
bolizing the medical derivation of the Medici name. Or, they could be coins, rep-
resenting the banking foundations of the family’s wealth. One story says the
circles are really dents on the shield of an old knight of the family who fought
and defeated a giant on behalf of Charlemagne.

Regardless of the true explanation, this coat of arms remains a recognized
trademark hundreds of years after the end of the Medici clan.

Jesus painted not on one giant wall but, scene by scene, on the individual walls of
small monks’ cells that honeycomb the second floor. The idea was that these
scenes, painted by Fra Angelico and his assistants, would aid in the monks’ prayer
and contemplation; the paintings are entrancing (especially in cell nos. 1, 3,
and 9). The final cell on the corridor belonged to the fundamentalist firebrand
preacher Savanarola, who briefly incited the populace of the most art-filled city in
the world to burn their paintings, illuminated manuscripts, and anything else he
felt was a worldly betrayal of Jesus’ ideals. Ultimately, he ran afoul of the pope and
was burned at the stake. You'll see his notebooks, rosary, and what’s left of the
clothes he wore that day in his cell.

THE OLTRARNO DISTRICT

Dont try to visit the Pitti Palace $t4X (Piazza Pitta, a few blocks south of the
Ponte Vecchio; & 055-2388614; www.firenzemusei.it; 12€ for a cumulative
ticket valid at all its museums for 3 days, or 9€ for entry after 4pm; see below
for individual museum hours) and the Uffizi on the same day. Both are astound-
ingly, almost exhaustively, rich collections—and the Pitti contains five major
museums (including one of the best collections of paintings by Raphael in the
world) plus elegant gardens.

No gallery comes closer to Mark Twain’s description of “weary miles” in
Innocents Abroad than the 26 art-crammed rooms of the Pitti’s Galleria Palatina
(8.50€, or use the cumulative ticket; Tues-Sun 8:15am-6:50pm). Paintings are dis-
played like cars in a parking garage, stacked on walls above each other in what the
museum explains is the “Enlightenment” method of exhibition. Rooms are alter-
nately dimly lit, or garishly bright; rugs are mildewed, restoration projects endless.

But you'll find important historical treasures amid the Palatina’s haphazard
collection. Some of the best efforts of Titian, Raphael, and Rubens line the walls.
Raphael’s Portrait of a Young Woman and Madonna with Child are a couple of
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favorites, along with Fra Bartolomeo’s dramatically colored Piera, and
Caravaggio’s creepy The Tooth-Puller and Sleeping Cupid. You'll also see wonder-
ful examples of the northern European Flemish style of art, such as the intricate
Cardinal Bentivoglio by van Dyck and Rubens dramatic Consequences of War.
Titian’s 1536 painting of the demure La Bella is a good example of a proper Italian
noblewoman. But if you want to see the other side of this young lady, check out
the Venus of Urbino painting in the Uffizi, where the same model lies provoca-
tively naked.

Included on the Galleria Palatina ticket is entry into the Apartamenti Reali
(T 055-2388614; Tues-Sun 8:15am-3:50pm), where you can get an excellent
feeling for the conspicuous consumption of the Medici grand dukes and their
Austrian Lorena successors and see some notable paintings in their original osten-
tatious setting. Incidentally, they are called the Royal Apartments because Italy’s
first king lived here for several years during Italy’s 19th-century unification move-
ment—until Rome was finally conquered and the court was moved there.

The Pitti’s Galleria D'Arte Moderna (T 055-2388601; 8.50€, or use the
cumulative ticket; Tues-Sun 8:15am-1:50pm) actually has a pretty good collec-
tion, this time of 19th-century Italian paintings with a focus on Romanticism,
Neoclassical works, and the Macchiaoli school of Italian Impressionists. But if you
have limited time, a visit here really shouldn’t take precedence over the
Renaissance treasures of Florence.

Of the Pitti’s cadre of lesser museums, the Galleria Del Costume and Museo
Degli Argenti (T 055-2388709; 6€ each; daily 8:15am-4:30pm Nov-Feb, to
5:30pm Mar and part of Oct, to 6:30pm Apr-May and Sept to mid-Oct, to 7:30pm
June-Aug, closed first and last Mon of each month)—the Costume Gallery and
Museum of Silverware, respectively—combine to show that wealth and taste do
not always go hand in hand. Unless you're a scholar or true aficionado of such
things, they are in no way worth the admission price, but if you already have the
cumulative ticket, pop in to spend some time among the Medici’s over-the-top
gold and jewel-encrusted household items.

The Boboli Gardens (T 055-2388786; 6€; open same hours as the Costume
Museum) and the landscaped grounds steeply sloping up behind the palace to the
top of a hill, with well-manicured shrubbery, statue-studded grottoes, and fine
views of the city from the fortress at the peak, are quite pleasant.

And before you leave the Pitti Palace complex, be sure to stop by the grotto in
the central courtyard. This covered area—with its grotesque statues, its fountain,
and dripping water—suggests a Renaissance version of the grotto at the Playboy
mansion.

As long as you've gone to the “other” side of the river, seek out the nontouristy
Santo Spirito $X (Piazza Santo Spirito; B 055-210030; free; Mon-Tues and
Thurs—Fri 8:30am-noon and 4-6pm, Wed 8:30am-noon, Sat-Sun 4-6pm).
Brunelleschi’s last project, the simple yet elegant structure was erected in the mid-
1400s (though, sadly, they never got around to putting on a real facade). Inside,
is dark and usually empty, a stark contrast to the overvisited Duomo. Many of
its original works were destroyed in a 1471 fire, so most of the replacements came
from the same era just afterward, creating a unified feel to the many side chapels.

One of the notable works in the left transept of the church, in the second
chapel, is a severe St. Monica and Augustine Nuns. The 1472 painting (either by
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Andrea del Verrocchio or Francesco Botticini) shows serious nuns in black and
gray gathered around the saint. A couple of sisters glare at the viewer, and you
almost want to apologize for interrupting them. On the right transept seck out
Filippo Lippi’s Madonna and Child for the detail of the figures, as well as for the
background. Many of the other fine works throughout the church have English
descriptions.

In order to visit the morgues beneath the church’s hospital, Michelangelo used
to sneak through the side door to the left of the main entrance. With the permis-
sion of the church director, Michelangelo studied the corpses for help in his paint-
ing and sculpting of the human form. As a thank you, Michelangelo carved a
wooden crucifix and donated it to the church; pass through a door on the north
wall, and you'll find it in the sacristy. The crucifix’s thin, delicate body is a sharp
contrast to most of Michelangelo’s muscular figures, leading some to question the
attribution. But written documentation seems to verify the authenticity of the piece.

The hours listed above should be more or less accurate. However, at press time,
the church was temporarily closed for lack of a custodian, a situation they hope
to have resolved by the time you are reading this. In short: Call ahead or ask at
the tourist office for an update.

In the 18th century, a massive fire destroyed much of the nearby Santa Maria
del Carmine Church. Miraculously, its Brancacci Chapel 2<% (Piazza Santa
Maria del Carmine; @ 055-2382195; 4€; Wed-Sat and Mon 10am-5pm, Sun
1-5pm) survived intact, as did the masterpiece it contained within, a 1425 fresco
cycle by painters Masolino, his far-more-talented pupil Masaccio, and Fra Filippo
Lippi that is arguably one of the most influential of the Renaissance.
Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, among others, came to study and sketch
the colorful biblical scenes with their contemporary Florentine background.
Compare the courtly, sedate Adam and Eve in the garden on the right wall by
Masolino with the vigorous, angst-filled couple being expelled from Eden by
Masaccio facing it.

While I'm not pleased by the 4€ viewing fee, which was added after a highly
successful 1990s restoration of the frescoes (during which they removed the prud-
ish fig leaves painted over Adam and Eve’s naughty bits), this is an important
work, really a watershed in the rediscovery of perspective painting. Just try to
ignore the signs that command DO NOT LINGER—you've paid, so enjoy the fresco,
which is as much a testament to friendship as to anything else. After Masaccio’s
untimely death, at the age of 27, Fra Filippo Lippi faithfully continued to work
on the piece, using his colleague’s ideas and techniques.

You shouldn’t leave Florence without getting a bird’s-eye view of town from
Piazzale Michelangiolo $t. While buses and hordes of tourists don’t exactly
make this a reflective spot, it is quite accessible, and the vantage point over the
cityscape is phenomenal, particularly at sunset. You can grab a city bus up there
(no. 12 or 13; get off when you see a phalanx of parked tour buses around a bronze
reproduction of the David on a pedestal). If you're walking, take Via del Monte
alle Croci from Porta San Miniato, or the slightly less steep Via di San Salvatore
al Monte to reach the piazza. For a quieter setting, climb the extra 10 minutes to
the front steps of the Romanesque San Miniato al Monte church <t (Via Monte
alle Croci; @ 055-2342731; free; winter Mon-Sat 8am-noon and 3-6pm, Sun
3-6pm, summer daily 8am-7:30pm), the second-oldest religious building in
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Florence (after the Baptistery). If you make it there before 7:30pm, enter for a
look at the funky 13th-century mosaic floor, with the signs of the zodiac and the
spare furnishings, frescoes, and 11th-century crypt (with additional frescoes by
Taddeo Gaddi, better known as the architect of the Ponte Vecchio).

FLORENCE FOR KIDS

You'll need a bus (no. 4) or a taxi to get to the site, but the kids will thank you for
a visit to Museo Stibbert 4% @ (Via Stibbert 26; T 055-475520; 5€; Mon-Wed
10am-2pm, Fri-Sat 10am-6pm). It’s essentially the giant toy box of an eccentric
Scottish-Italian arms-and-armor collector, which was made into a museum in
1906. Enter into the Hall of the Cavalcade to see a scene from King Arthur and
Camelot, with gangs of life-size knight mannequins sitting fully armed and
armored on horseback. Dozens of their counterparts are geared up throughout the
Salone della Cupola, sort of a United Nations of medieval mayhem, with every
variety of weapon, armor, and shield imaginable. Even the samurai warriors have
made the trip; the museum boasts the biggest collection of Japanese armor out-
side of Tokyo.

The Museo di Storia della Scienza $t @ (Piazza dei Guidici 1; & 055-
265311; 6.50€; Mon-Sat 9:30am-5pm, Oct-May closes at 1pm Tues but opens the
second Sun of each month 10am-1pm) actually displays a bone from Galileo’s
middle finger. It also has a wide collection of scientific instruments from early
Arab scientists, as well as Galileo’s telescopes, including the one he used to dis-
cover the moons of Jupiter. Kids (and inquisitive adults) will appreciate the old
maps and globes, scary doctors” instruments, and a medieval pharmacy, all of
which are a nice change from the religious art of Florence.

Another group of attractions good for young ’uns, and for those interested in
engineering, are the new dueling Leonardo museums. Two independent compa-
nies have set up nearly identical exhibits of life-size versions of Leonardo’s inven-
tions based on his codex drawings. Visitors can see wooden models of everything
from a medieval tank to a machine gun, parachute, glider, and hydraulic press.
The Leonardo Museum <X @f (Il Genio di Leonardo, Via dei Servi 66r;
T 055-282966; www.mostredileonardo.com; 6€, 5€ for students and children;
daily 10am-7pm) is the better of the two because it actually encourages visitors to
touch and play with the 33 interactive models: Spin the drill and push the flying
machine while you read the English description. Two blocks over, the Macchine
di Leonardo da Vinci @ (via Cavour 21; & 055-295264; www.macchine
dileonardo.com; 5€, 4€ for those under 25 and over 65, free for kids under 8;
daily 9:30am-7:30pm) is nearly identical, but newer, with a better presentation of
the models and more info on the inventor. But the spoilsports added DON'T
TOUCH signs on most of the items, and since that’s the most fun thing to do, I'd
choose the first museum for my visit. This museum also has identical franchises
in Arezzo and Lucca, while the Leonardo Museum has another exhibit in San
Gimignano, so you may get another chance to see them if you've overbooked
yourself with Florence sights.

A sad damsel with pale skin, half-closed eyes, and delicate lips lies on her back
as if she had just fainted. Also, her torso has exploded and her intestines are spat-
tered around her case. The wax anatomical models are one reason the Museo
Zoologico La Specola $t%x @ (via Romana 17, follow signs to the museum
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entrance on second floor of Universita degli Studi di Firenze; @ 055-2288251;
www.msn.unifi.it; 4€; Sun-Tues and Thurs—Fri 9am-1pm, Sat 9am-5pm) might be
the only museum in Italy where kids eagerly pull their parents from room to
room. Creepy collections of threadbare stuffed-animal specimens transition into
rooms filled with incredibly lifelike human bodies suffering from horrible dis-
memberments, flayings, and eviscerations—all in the name of science. The wax
models served as illustrations for medical students studying at this scientific insti-
tute in the 1770s. But there’s no real reason for the gruesome wax plague diora-
mas in Room 33, except that apparently the original curator liked gross stuff.

You may also like to have your kids mix with the locals at the Museo dei
Ragazzi (Museum of Children) < @ (Palazzo Vecchio; T 055-2768224;
www.museoragazzi.it; 2€ for kids, free for accompanying adults; daily 9am-6pm).
The museum’s courses are mainly in Italian, but highly entertaining and interac-
tive classes on such subjects as architecture for kids (building and destroying an
arch), fresco painting, clothing (an actor portrays a Renaissance noble getting
dressed), and optics (assembling a replica of Galileo’s telescope) can often be
understood by youthful visitors. And while it can be fun to try to figure out what’s
going on in Italian and joining Florentine families, the museum also offers some
English performances, usually on weekends. Contact them to learn about special
workshops and their latest opening hours—which change often.

THE OTHER FLORENCE

Nothing says the “other Florence” like the Oltrarno section of town, literally the
“other” side of the Arno from the main section of the city. This district has fewer
tourists, and more local students and residents. While the Oltrarno has many tra-
ditional sights such as churches, museums, and hotels, it also has dozens of small
artisans’ shops, neighborhood stores, and neglected attractions that seem a world
away from the mobbed Duomo and Signoria piazzas.

The best way to experience the Oltrarno is to allow serendipity to be your
guide as you walk the narrow streets south of the river between Ponte Vecchio and
Ponte Alla Carraia. Wander into small shops to see craftsmen using techniques
hundreds of years old. Metalworkers, engravers, bookbinders, woodcarvers, cob-
blers, and jewelers operate their businesses almost clandestinely, without any sign
above the shop entrances, without regular working hours, marked prices, or pro-
motions of any sort. Don't try to drop by in August, however—that’s when the
artisans all go on vacation.

While some of the shop owners speak English, many don't, so you'll need a lit-
tle help to learn about the various crafts. The city of Florence runs free workshop
tours in the Oltrarno, during which local guides take visitors to three randomly
selected shops each Monday and Thursday afternoon (3—-6pm). I highly recom-
mend these. For booking information, contact Centro Prenotazioni at T 055-
3036108 or at itinerari.turistici@siwebsrl.com.

Another good option is to book a tour through Walking Tours of Florence $t
(Piazzo Santo Stefano 2; @ 055-2645033; www.italy.artviva.com). This well-run
company coordinates custom tours on which bilingual guides take visitors to
meet, and learn from, a half-dozen artisans in their workshops.

For information on some of the more accessible artisans’ shops south of the
Arno, see p. 137.
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HANG WITH THE LOCALS

To see Florentines at their most passionate, attend a local soccer match. The ACF
Fiorentina team has arisen from both a spectacular 2002 bankruptcy and burial
in the lowest division, returning to fight for the championship of the prestigious
Italian Serie A league. The renovated Artemio Franchi stadium, southeast of the
city center, is packed with up to 47,000 fans for weekend matches from
September to May. These aren’ like, say, baseball fans in the U.S.; expect singing,
chanting, screaming masses of locals who live and die with each shot on goal.
Tickets begin at 20€, and you need to select a “home” or “away” team section.
Choose your wardrobe carefully. (Hin#: The home team color is purple.) You can
order online at www.acffiorentina.it, or buy at the stadium box office or from a
variety of bars in town a few days before the match. Resellers also have tickets and
can be reached at @ 055-503261 or 055-583300. The stadium is about 400m (a
quarter-mile) from the Firenze Campo di Marte train station along Largo
Gennarelli, or take bus no. 7, 17, or 20 from Santa Maria Novella station.

After Romans beheaded St. Minias in the 3rd century, he supposedly picked
up his head and rushed up the hill to the spot of his future church. Visitors dont
need to make such a sacrifice to join the locals for afternoon vespers at San
Miniato al Monte church (T 055-2342731). Just leave your camera in the
hotel, dress conservatively, and climb to the church behind Piazza Michelangiolo
in time for the 5:30pm ceremonies (4:30pm in winter), which begin with
Gregorian chants and half an hour of vespers followed by a Latin Mass.

If you can’t make it to San Miniato, then try to attend Mass at any one of a
number of other central Florence churches during those times when “tourists are
forbidden.” Times vary by church, but there are often daily services around 7:30
or 8am and again at 6 or 6:30pm, while on Sundays, Masses happen throughout
the day. For precise hours, you can search the database (in Italian) at
www.messe.firenze.it. Again, so long as you act like a parishioner, with bowed
head and whispered tones, you'll be treated like one.

Florence’s early fortune was built with the textile trade, and today the city is
still a leader in the fashion world. There’s no better way to glimpse this vibrant
modern side of the Florence than to go to one of its major fashion fairs. This
series of Pitti Immagine fairs—men, women, children, fragrances, living, knits,
and the like—are held year-round in the Fortessa da Basso and Stazione Leopolda.
Admission is around 20€ for the official events, and they’re technically for “the
trade” only, but you can probably fudge some info on the registration forms. For
more information, go to www.pittimmagine.com. Accommodations in town can
be tight during the fairs, but Florence is alive with official and unofficial events,
including fashion shows, product displays, and corporate promotions. Even pass-
ing on the periphery of one of these fairs is a good way to get an insider perspec-
tive on the modern business of the Italian fashion industry.

All of the above activities are largely observational. So how about getting some
hands-on experiences that’ll help you get a better understanding of Florence and
perhaps learn a little something along the way? I'm talking Italian lessons, cook-
ing classes, and courses on everything from art restoration to painting your own
fresco.
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Learn to Read Dante in the Original

If you want to interact with the locals, a good first step would be to learn how to
speak with them. When a simple “Come stai?” is enough to open doors of friend-
ship, imagine what an Italian language class could do for you! In Florence,
dozens of programs offer Italian instruction ranging from 1-week intros to muldi-
year degree courses. The tourist office website lists many institutes and programs,
but perhaps the most respected and well-established school is the Centro
Linguistico Italiano Dante Alighieri (Piazza della Repubblica 5; & 055-210808;
www.clida.it). Its 2-week Italian course combines 4-hour morning lessons with
afternoon cultural seminars and field trips, starting at 440€ (one-on-one courses
start at 400€ per week). They also offer 2-hour wine tasting and 3-hour cooking
classes for a reasonable 35€. Speaking of which . . .

Cook La Cucina Toscana

Nothing is more valued by Fiorentini (or Tuscans, or Umbrians, or . . . ) than the
art and passion that goes into the preparation of their regional cuisine. And what
better way to become part of this local culture than to get into the kitchen and
learn how to make a meal? Florence offers a variety of options for taking a cook-
ing class, ranging from the Dante Institute’s half-day lessons (above) to formal
courses at the Cordon Bleu Academy (Via di Mezzo 55r; & 055-2345468;
www.cordonbleu-it.com)—charging 70€ to 100€ per lesson; most courses con-
sists of four to eight lessons, with a few one-, two-, or three-lesson courses each
year on topics ranging from cornerti (Italian croissants) to appetizers to holiday
menus (Christmas specialties in December, for example). The offerings on longer
courses change weekly, but you might on any given day learn anything from how
to make four kinds of gnocchi to sautéing spinach and poaching pears, or from
creating cannelloni to crafting stuffed chocolates. Some courses even delve into
regional specialties, perhaps teaching you a variety of primi ranging from Lucca’s
farro soup to the pasta rolls of Naples and the /zsagne of Le Marche.

Another good option for a short-term tourist is the family-friendly 85€ day trip
into the Chianti with The Accidental Tourist (T 055-699376; www.accidental
tourist.com). Participants visit the Renaissance villa at a wine estate for a tour and
tasting, followed by a hands-on lesson in making various pastas in an old
monastery, and, naturally, a feast on the results.

Speaking of food, many locals do their food shopping at the Mercato
Centrale covered market on Via dell’Ariento, near San Lorenzo (Mon-Sat
7am-2pm). Neighborhood restaurateurs come here for fresh meat, produce, and
olive oils from the Tuscan-area farms. You can pick up ingredients for a picnic in
the park, or just ogle the amazing colors, shapes, and sizes of the fruits and veg-
etables on display. Get advice from vendors about a gift bottle of olive oil or
essence of truffles, or snack on some sample sausages from the butcher. There’s no
easier, quicker way to get into the swing of local life than just to hang around the
local food market some morning, sampling the wares, striking up conversations
with the stall owners, learning about the core ingredients in Italian cooking,
rubbing elbows with the chefs who might be preparing them dinner that
evening. Another market to hit—and one that few tourists do—is the smaller
Sant’Ambrogio Market Piazza Ghiberti on the opposite side of town, north of
Santa Croce (Mon—Sat 7am—2pm).
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Festive Florence

Florence has a number of annual festivals and events, some focused on the
modern business of textiles and fashion. But the more entertaining ones
have history as their theme.

The games of the Calcio Storico are held in connection with the cele-
brations related to St. John the Baptist, Florence’s patron saint, on his
feast day of June 24.

After parading through town in 16th-century costumes, teams from
each of Florence’s four city quarters assemble in a dirt-filled Piazza Santa
Croce. They then play a set of games said to have originated during a siege
of Florence in 1530. If the Renaissance soldiers were as brutal as their
modern descendants, the siege was probably broken quickly.

The games are a combination of rugby and soccer, as well as general
mayhem, with teams—consisting of 26 people—beating the daylights out
of each other while trying to advance from one end of the square to the
other. Qualifying matches are played in the 2 weeks prior to June 24, with
the final on the feast day. The winning team, assuming they have any
teeth left, enjoy a roasted calf as their prize, and then they watch that
night's fireworks with the rest of Florence. Tickets can be hard to come by
for the bleachers in the squares (& 055-2616052), but the processions
through town during the weeks approaching the finals are free.

The Scoppio del Carro (Explosion of the Cart), is Florence’s Easter
festival, in which the descent of the Holy Spirit to earth is celebrated by
blowing up a cart filled with fireworks. This creative interpretation of
heaven meeting earth is said to have begun with a burning wagon pulled
around town by returning crusaders, to bring the flame of Holy Saturday
to Easter Sunday. The modern buggy is hauled by six nervous bulls from
Porta a Prato to the Duomo. In the piazza, a mechanical dove on a wire
descends from up high to set the wagon (minus the relieved oxen) ablaze
for a resulting explosion of holy spirits.

Moving to the secular, Florence’s notable music festival is the Maggio
Musicale Fiorentino (www.maggiofiorentino.com). It features opera,
dance, theater, and orchestra performances at venues across town, includ-
ing the Teatro Comunale, Teatro Verdi, the Palazzo dei Congressi, and sev-
eral outdoor performances. The season usually runs from May to early June.
Tickets begin at 15€ to 20€ for the cheap seats at ballets, 25€ to 30€
at the opera, up to 90€ for the best seats at the marquee events. A semi-
related opera season runs from September through January under the aus-
pices of the same organization.
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Take Art History, Restoration, or Fresco Classes

Florence is a city of artisans, from the mightiest Renaissance artists to the hum-
blest modern cobbler, and there’s no better way to get a feel for that tradition than
by taking a course in art, art history, crafts, or fashion. The tourist office has
a list of dozens of programs, though most require a commitment of at least a
month or two if not a full semester. I chose the schools below because I think they
offered an intriguing variety of classes and perhaps more importantly, because
they allow their students to better understand (or get involved in some aspect of)
what makes Florence Florence, whether it be getting a deeper background on art
history, or learning how to paint a fresco, or just what goes into the restoration
work being conducted behind all that scaffolding you see everywhere you go.
Here are a few of the shorter-term options (2 weeks or less) of which even a dab-
bling tourist might have time to partake—you can even learn to fresco in 5 days.
Each offers classes in English.

Perhaps the best one-stop shopping for such an experience is FlorenceArt.net
(Via di San Bartolo a Cintoia 15r; @ 055-7879097, or in the U.S. 800/420-5531;
http://florenceart.net), which charges 550€ to 650€ for a variety of introduc-
tory 5-day courses. Most classes meet about 4 hours per day—leaving plenty of
time for exploring—for courses in decorative painting, gilding, fresco and graffizo
(bet you didn’t know we get our word “graffiti” from an Italian form of wall dec-
oration), art restoration (you actually restore a real 19th-c. painting), metalwork-
ing (chasing and embossing/repousse), and woodcarving. The teachers are local
artists and artisans who have their own studios, but enjoy teaching their skills to
genuinely interested members of the public. All are members of the collective that
is FlorenceArt.net.

Accademia del Giglio (Via Ghibellina 116; @ 055-2302467; www.adg.it; to
each of the following rates add a 45€ enrollment fee) offers a half-day life draw-
ing class for 35€, 1-week courses in various art techniques for 180€, and 1-week
art history courses: on the Renaissance in Florence and Tuscany, the history of
Italian fashion (both 290€), and the Italian garden and Tuscan villa (390€). If
you have a full month and come equipped with some basic artistic skills, you can
even take an intensive fresco workshop for 700€.

ATTENTION, SHOPPERS!

Florence built its medieval riches from the textile and clothing trade, and it con-
tinues to be a mecca for shopping as well as a center for fashion and design.
Ferragamo makes its headquarters here in a riverside castle, and the high-rent Via
Tournabuoni and its side streets feature showrooms of all the top designer
brands, including Armani, Gucci, and Prada. But Florence is equally well known
for its many artisans carrying on their family craft traditions in jewelry, furniture
making, engraving, and bookbinding. Many of these small workshops can be
found south of the Arno in the Oltrarno district. Leather is one of the major
products of the city, with high-end stores selling jackets, purses, and bags in the
Santa Croce district, and dozens of street-side stalls selling cheaper versions in the
San Lorenzo area.
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A note about hours: In general, Florence’s stores are open between 4 and
7:30pm on Mondays; and from 9 or 10am to 1pm and again from 3:30 or 4pm
until 7pm Tuesdays through Saturdays (though in the summer many shops also
open on Mon mornings and stay open through the midday riposo). If you're big
on shopping, you won't want to visit in August, when many shopkeepers draw
their shutters and take a week or even the entire month off for vacation.

BOOKS & PAPER GOODS

Enrico Giannini does bookbinding and creates handmade artistic papers at Giulio
Giannini & Figlio (Piazza Pitti 36-37r; @ 055-212621; www.giuliogiannini.it) as
his family has since 1856. He speaks English well, and can be persuaded to give a
near magical demonstration on how he creates the swirling colors on his book jack-
ets and wrapping papers. He not only does custom bookbinding but also sells rea-
sonably priced boxes, papers, and journals for unique souvenirs. Another leading
Florentine shop for paper goods—more on the refined, stationery end of the busi-
ness—is Pineider (Piazza della Signoria 13-14r; @ 055-284655; www.pineider.
com), the oldest stationers in the city, founded in 1774 and still turning out exquis-
itely crafted paper and paper goods, from diaries and photo albums to engraved
stationery.

There are two English-language bookstores in Florence that also serve as unof-
ficial gathering places for expat English speakers in Florence. BM Bookshop (Borgo
Ognissanti 4r; T 055-294575) is the smaller of the two, but with a better and
more rounded selection. Larger and packed with great deals on new and used
books—as well as a place to trade in your own finished novels for new-used ones,
and a fab new location just south of the Duomo—is the Paperback Exchange (Via
della Oche 4r; T 055-293460; www.papex.it). The largest, multistory chain book-
sellers in town also carry plenty of books in English (along with plenty of coffee-
table souvenir photo books): Libreria Edison (Piazza della Repubblica 5; & 055-
213110; www.libreriaedison.it) and Libreria Feltrinelli (Via de’ Cerretani 30-32r,
T 055-2382652; and Via Cavour 12, @ 055-292196; www.lafeltrinelli.it).

CHEAP NECESSITIES

A good place to stock up on basics, like forgotten toothbrushes, soap, paper, pens,
a rubber duck, or purple tableware, is the Nine T Nine Cent Paradise (www.cent-
shop.it), where, you guessed it, everything is .99€. Sweet! You can find its bright
yellow-and-blue signs at Via Cavour 92r (& 055-217172), Via Nazionale 124r
(T 055-287116), Via dei Conti 57r (T 055-214185), Piazza Gaetano Salvemini
22-23 (T 055-212153), and Via degli Orti Oricellari 16-20r (& 055-212153).

ENGRAVING & WOODCARVING

A cluttered cuckoo clock of a shop, packed with every variety of woodcarving and
with two centrally located branches, is Bartolucci (Via Condotta 12r, @ 055-
211773; and Via Borgo dei Greci 11A/r, @ 055-2398596; www.bartolucci.com).
Since 1936, the family has been carving wood versions of everything from Tuscany’s
own Pinnochio to half-size motorcycles, model airplanes, picture frames, and clocks.

You can see engravers in action at LIppogrifo Stampe d'Arte (Via S. Spirito
5r; T 055-213255; www.stampeippogrifo.com). Examine the cityscapes and still
lifes on the walls of this Oltrarno shop, and then step back into the workshop to
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witness the copperplate pressing technique that has been used in Florence for 500
years. For antique engravings in an historic shop (est. 1903), stop by Giovanni
Baccani (Via della Vigna Nuova 75r; @ 055-214467), which has a grand collec-
tion of prints and engravings.

FASHION

For chic Italian clothes at last season’s prices (generally because youre getting
last season’s styles), I have two suggestions: Stock House-Grandi Firme (www.
stockhouse-grandifirme.com), with branches at Via del Trebbio 101, Via Lamberti
161, and Viale De Amicis 169 (but check the website, as they seem to favor short-
term leases and move locations frequently); and Stock House Il Giglio (Via Borgo
Ognissanti 64; T 055-217596). Both carry overstock clothing in perfect condi-
tion from some of the biggest names in Italian fashions—at discounts of as much
as 70%.

If you need to be more au courant than that, you can find affordable clothes at
the department store Coin (Via dei Calzaiuoli 56r; T 055-280531; www.coin.it)
or La Rinascente (Piazza della Repubblica 1; T 055-219113; www.rinascente.it).
Both are members of national chains. And for the fashionistas among you, head
directly to the Via dei Tornabuoni, Via Nuova, or Via degli Strozzi, where
Pucci, Gucci, and other big names in Italian fashion have their chic shops.

JEWELRY

Florence doesn’t offer the same buys on jewelry that it once did. Prices tend to be
high and there are some shops that will pass off inferior stones, so choose care-
fully. There are, however, some stores that have a reputation for both craftsman-
ship and honest service. For a wide variety, go to Gioielleria Manetti (Via dei
Calzaiuoli 92r, near the Duomo; @ 055-214401; www.gioielleriamanetti.it), a
popular family-run craft shop with jewelry, watches, and silver. For something a
bit more unique, try the Alessandro Dari Museum Shop <X (Via San Niccolo 115r,
Oltrarno; & 055-244747; www.alessandrodari.com). Goldsmith/craftsman/musi-
cian Alessandro Dari is always busy at his bench in this combination showcase,
lounge, and workshop. Prices range from 120€ for a simple “love ring” to
30,000€ for what looks like an actual-size jeweled golden village for your finger.

LEATHER SHOPS & STALLS

You can find a decent leather jacket for not much more than 100€ in the stalls of
the San Lorenzo Leather Market, stretching from San Lorenzo church up
around the Mercato Centrale—but don’t expect it to be an heirloom. Indeed, it’s
not uncommon to experience fraying stitches and broken zippers after only a few
weeks’ use of the cheaper leather goods, so check the craftsmanship closely before
purchasing. Generally, the fewer number of pieces used for construction, the
higher the quality; a jacket that looks like a quilt has a greater chance of falling
apart. Both at the stalls and in the shops immediately behind them (for which the
stalls are merely bait), you are supposed to haggle. You can usually get the seller
to drop the initial price by half, more if you buy multiple items—wallets, purses,
and other smaller leather goods make excellent gifts for the folks back home.

A less fun option, but one with a bit higher guarantee of quality, is to shop in
a proper store; also, stores will usually alter a jacket at no extra cost (be sure to
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allow at least a day, though, if you need any work done). Top names include
Gherardini (Via della Vigna Nuova 57r; & 055-215678; www.gherardini.it) and
Beltrami (Via della Vigna Nuova 70r; @ 055-287779; www.beltramifirenze.it).

Another Florentine nexus for high-quality leather goods is the Santa Croce
neighborhood—and, in fact, in the church itself. The Santa Croce Suola del
Cuoio (Piazza Santa Croce 16; @ 055-244533; www.leatherschool.com) ini-
tially began as a leather-crafts school for Franciscan monks, but has expanded
its partnership over the years with a major Florentine trading house to develop
into a well-known and full-service leather shop (with prices to match). You
normally enter it through a corridor off the right transept of the church
(through the sacristy and church gift shop), but now that Santa Croce has got-
ten greedy and begun charging admission, the leather school has opened up a
back door at Via San Giuseppe 5r so you can get in without paying church
admission.

A good cheaper option is Lorenz Leather (Piazza San Lorenzo 10r; @ 055-
213348; www.lorenzleather.com), with a wide selection and quick turnaround on
alteration. Bags and purses can be found in these same stores, and both get good
reviews. The high-end Prada and Guecci stores also offer finely crafted products,
but you'll be paying a lot for the name and their high-rent location. Moreover, if
you've come all the way to Florence, you should probably buy something more
unique than a name brand you can pick up in your hometown.

South of the Arno, John F. (Lungarno Corsini 2; & 055-2398985;
www.johnf.it) and Anna (Piazza Pitti, 38-41r; @ 055-283787; www.annapitti.it)
both offer butter-soft leather goods for men and women. For more made-in-
Florence accessorizing, head to Madova Gloves (Via Guicciardini 1r; & 055-
2396526; www.madova.com). Gloves are all they do in this tiny shop, and they do
them well. The grandchildren of the workshop’s founders do a brisk business in
brightly colored, supple leather gloves lined with cashmere and silk.

NIGHTLIFE

Florence isn’t especially known for its nightlife. Live-music venues are few, clubs
are scattered around town, and there really isn’t any particular neighborhood that
lights up at night.

That being said, the influx of tourists and exchange students ensures there’s
always going to be an Irish pub within a couple of blocks. Additionally, the
younger set has its four or five requisite dance clubs; the cultured have opera;
and the too-cheap-to-buy-a-ticket can enjoy free evening concerts in historic
squares during the summer. And open-container laws are lax, so if all else fails
you can always kick back with a drink on the steps of a historic building and
watch the evening promenade of locals and visitors (possibly the best nightlife
option of all).

PERFORMING ARTS

While it’s not Milan or Rome, Florence has a respectable arts scene boasting two
well-regarded symphony orchestras and a large concert hall, Teatro Comunale
(Corso Italia 16; T 055-213535), which presents seasons of ballet and classical
music (it’s also the venue for the annual Maggio Musicale; see “Festive Florence,”
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above). Prices can vary widely by show (up to 150€ for headliners), but in
general it’s possible to get a ticket here for as little as 15€ to 20€ if you're willing
to accept a seat in the second gallery.

A secondary theater, the Teatro Verdi (Via Ghibellina 99; & 055-212320;
www.teatroverdifirenze.it), is where you go to see touring shows. Major interna-
tional stars of opera, ballet, and classical and pop music play this venue. Ticket
prices are all over the map, but it’s usually possible to snag a seat for between 10€
and 30€.

Going to church might not be your idea of a night out on the town, but it
often is in Florence, where the nights are filled with the sounds of Vivaldi, Bach,
and Mozart, and church concerts are a staple. The majority of concerts take place
in the autumn, but rarely does a week go by without some house of worship spon-
soring one of these events. Look for signs and billboards posted at churches all
over the historical center, and ask at the tourist office about any upcoming eccle-
siastical concerts.

MUSIC CLUBS

For some (literally) underground live music, try BeBop <€ (Via dei Servi 76;
T 055-218799; www.bebopclub.com), a surprisingly cavernous warren of base-
ment rooms. This is the sort of place into which local college students take their
guitars, with the hopes of jamming with whoever happens to be on stage. Bands
vary from awful Beatles cover groups to great funk/folk/rock combos; you just
have to try your luck and see who’s playing that night. On weekends the place can
get quite crowded, but on a weekday it could just be you and the family of the
band in the audience.

Popular with locals, the cavelike Chiodo Fisso (Via Dante Alighieri 16r;
T 055-2381290) features Italian folk singers, jazz artists, and a variety of other
small acts on a tiny stage surrounded by a dozen or so tables. Performers begin
around 10pm (often led off by the owner, musician Andrea Ardia), the bar gets
crowded about an hour later, and visiting acts often don’t start up until midnight.
It’s a good peck at a local scene.

Caruso Jazz Café (Via Lambertesca 15-16r; @ 055-281940; www.carusojazz
cafe.com) is the most sophisticated choice. Its live jazz combos play most nights
of the week, beginning at around 10pm. The stone arched stage area is an atmos-
pheric setting for music. You can sit in the front section at the bar for drinks, or
enjoy the tunes with your dinner. A side room has couches for relaxing and a
closed-circuit TV so you dont miss any of the onstage action. They also have an
expensive Internet cafe, just in case you need to look up some jazz scores.

BARS & TAVERNS

About the hippest place in town in recent summers has been Noir 4 (Lugarno
Corsini 12r; @ 055-210752; www.noirfirenze.com), which changes names and
decor to keep up with trends (it used to be called Capocaccia and featured bean-
bag chairs). The place attracts a young and beautiful crowd drawn by the buffet
(which used to be free but now costs 9€ Mon—Fri and 10€ Sat) and the Tuesday
menu of sushi and sashimi (still something of a novelty in Florence), the chic new
look (“noir” is not only new name but also the theme of the somber new decor),
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and the superlative views. Really what could be cooler than sipping a mojito with
a view of Ponte Vecchio on one side and the sunset on the other?

A couple of other good aperitivo choices in a modish setting are the mini-
malist-chic lounge of Angels (Via del Proconsolo 29-31r; & 055-2398762;
www.ristoranteangels.it) and the happening cafe and art gallery Dolce Vita
(Piazza del Carmine; T 055-284595; www.dolcevitaflorence.com), with live
music Wednesday and Thursday from 7:30 to 9:30pm.

Among the dozen or so near-identical Irish pubs in Florence (think dark
woods and lots of Celtic bric-a-brac), I've returned a number of times to the
Dublin Pub (Via Faenza 27r; @ 055-293049; www.dublinpub.it) for its well-
pulled pints and calm ambience—quite a contrast to the busy Via Faenza/Via
Nazionale area outside.

Doubling as Firenze’s favorite frat house, The Fish Pub (Piazza del Mercato
Centrale 44r; T 055-2654029) certainly can’t be recommended for any cultural
reason. But you can get five shots for 5€ on Thursdays, a pizza for another 5€,
and between the patio and the upper floor, not to mention the main bar, there’s
always some sort of silliness going on.

The Joshua Tree Pub <X (Via Della Scala 37r; & 340-7353596; www.thejoshua
treepub.com), a quirky neighborhood bar popular among international students,
gray-haired neighborhood characters, and pink-mohawked local punks, is cer-
tainly one of the friendliest spots in town thanks to manager Max and his spirited
staff. They welcome everyone equally, and offer cheap drink specials (including
nine beers on tap) and amateur DJs. The neighborhood near the station gets a
lictle sketchy, so bring a friend if youre planning a late night.

DANCE CLUBS

Central Park (Via Fosse Macinate 2, in Parco delle Cascine; @ 055-359942 or
055-353505; www.centralparkfi.com) attracts over a thousand partiers on a good
night, including both locals and tourists. It boasts four large dance areas, with all
types of high-energy music. Drinks are pricey, as is the admission (which varies by
night, special events, and your gender), and it’s best to go late at night; the place
doesn’t really get hopping until about lam. You’'ll want to take a cab to and from
the club, however, because the surrounding public park and neighborhood are
decidedly dicey after dark.

Yab (Via Sassetti 5r; T 055-215160; www.yab.it) probably qualifies as Central
Park’s biggest competitor (you may remember its earlier incarnation as Yab Yum),
with three dance floors, house and dance music, and an enthusiastic crowd of 20-
somethings. It opens nightly at 11:30pm; there is a bouncer at the front to keep
out the unstylish—their logo states “Glamour Club . . . You Are Beautiful,” and
you better be to get in, so be sure to wear your club clothes.

Gay and lesbian nightlife centers in a neighborhood a little west of Santa
Croce church, where you'll find Crisco (Via Sant'Egidio 43r; T 055-2480580), a
swinging nightspot popular with men, while Piccolo Caffé (Borgo Santa Croce
23r; T 055-2001057) and Flamingo Bar (Via dei Pandolfini 26r; & 055-243356)
are coed. Tabasco Bar (Piazza di Santa Cecelia 3r; @ 055-213000; www.tabasco
gay.it) is Italy’s oldest gay disco but still going strong, and the YAG b@r (Via de
Macci 8r; & 055-2469022; www.yagbar.com) is a colorful new cafe/bar/D]J space.
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American Express The office at Via
Dante Alighieri 22r (@ 055-50981;
Mon-Fri 9am-5:30pm) provides a currency
exchange, free mail pickup, travel serv-
ices, and other services for cardholders
(noncardholders pay a fee).

Business Hours Shops are usually open
from about 9:30am to noon or 1pm, then
from 3 or 3:30 to 7:30pm—or 5pm, or
6pm, or maybe the weather's nice so
they've closed for the day. In short, hours
are erratic. The town comes close to shut-
ting down in August as everyone leaves
the sweltering heat for the mountains or
beaches. Many museums and restaurants
are closed on Mondays. It can be pretty
tough to find an open restaurant any time
from 3 to 6pm, though many stay open
past midnight, particularly in tourist-
heavy areas.

Currency Exchange Never use a cambio
(exchange office) if there’s a bank with an
ATM handy, as banks invariably give you a
better exchange rate and charge a lower
fee. That said, if you listened to someone
whose last trip to Europe was more than
10 years ago and you brought traveler's
checks, exchange offices cluster around
Santa Maria Novella and the Duomo.

Emergencies Dial @ 113 for general
emergencies, 112 for police, 115 for fire,
or 118 for medical emergencies.

Hospitals Italy has socialized medicine,
so you can get treated without insurance
or payment problems. Try Arcispedale di
Santa Maria Nuova (@ 055-27581) at
Piazza Santa Maria Nuova 1, north of the
Duomo, or for more pressing emergencies,
the Misericordia Ambulance Service
(B 055-212222), which is actually in
Piazza del Duomo, on the south side by
Giotto's Bell Tower. The Medical Service
for foreigners is at Via Lorenzo Il Magnifico
59 (@ 055-475411). A volunteer group,
AVO, offers phone translation services for
medical issues (T 055-2344567) from
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10am to noon Tuesday and Thursday, and
from 4 to 6pm Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday, so it's best to get sick during these
times.

Information & Tourist Offices In addi-
tion to an info desk in the Arrivals Hall at
the airport (@@ 055-315874), Florence
has three downtown tourist offices. One is
across from the Santa Maria Novella train
station at Piazza della Stazione 4
(T 055-212245). The “tourist office”
inside the station is just a commercial
hotel-booking service. The main city
tourist office is at Via Cavour 1r
(T 055-290832). It has standard city
maps as well as information on hotels,
restaurants, local classes, and area trips.
Annoyingly, it does charge for some of the
materials. There is also a newer tourist
office a block south of Santa Croce (Borgo
Santa Croce 29r; @ 055-2340444).
Florence tourism’s comprehensive website
is www.firenzeturismo.it.

Internet Access Many hotels offer a free
“Internet point,” although sometimes it
can be a hassle waiting for other guests
to get off the machine. Besides a few hot
spots, Wi-Fi hasn't really made it to
Florence, although some high-end hotels
offer Wi-Fi for a fee. Internet cafes, which
usually charge about 2.50€ to 3€ per
hour, are easy to find in most districts of
the city. Many Internet cafes line Via
Faenza, including Caironet at no. 49,
which is open daily 9:30am to midnight,
with rates starting at 2€ per hour, the
same rates as their shops at Via de’ Ginori
59r and Via de” Macci 90. Internettrain is
a large chain with nine shops across
Florence, including at Via dell'Oriuolo 40r,
Borgo San Jacopo 30r, Via Guelfa 54-56r,
Via Porta Rossa 38r, Vie de’ Benci 36, and
in the shops gallery in the tunnel leading
from Santa Maria Novella train station
under Piazza Stazione (www.internet
train.it).
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Newspapers & Magazines Every major
international newspaper or magazine is
available at kiosks or bookstores around
town. The tourist office publishes a
weekly English-language newspaper, The
Florentine, with extensive events listings,
articles about tourist sites, and impor-
tant headlines like “Topless in Tuscany
Not Tolerated.” Many advertising-driven
“information” brochures are available at
the tourist office and hotels, including
the decent Vivi Firenze, targeted at for-
eigners living in Florence.

Police In an emergency, call @ 112. For
filing a report, contact the Questura
Centrale (Via Zara 2; @ 055-20391 or
055-49771); English-speaking personnel
are on hand at this central police station
from 9am to 2pm, as well as at the main
carabinieri station (Borgo Ognissanti 48;
T 055-24811).

Post Office The main post office (Via
Pellicceria, 3, by Piazza della Repubblica;
@ 160 or 055-218156) sells francobolli
(stamps) and sends packages—but if
they're over 2 kilograms (about 4% Lb.)
you must go to the package office on Via
dei Sassetti 4, in Piazza Davanzati behind
the regular office. You can also buy
stamps at any tobacco store, and for ship-
ping a package probably the best option
is to go with DHL (Via Lamberti 39-41r,
Via della Scala 63r, or in the tunnel of
shops leading from Santa Maria Novella
train station; www.dhl.it) or Mailboxes
Etc (Via San Gallo 55r; @ 055-4630129;
www.mbe.com), which have all the pack-
ing materials you'll need, but charge a
hefty service fee.

Safety The tourist district is very safe,
but it can get a little dicey around the
edges (the Arno side of Santa Maria
Novella station late at night, as well as
some of the southern parks). The Gypsy
pickpocket situation has abated some-
what in recent years, though crowds and
tourists will always attract some thieves,
so stay aware of your possessions.

Florence: Great City of the Renaissance

Transit Info City buses (www.ataf.net)
leave from the Santa Maria Novella train
station on dozens of routes going across
town and out to the suburbs. You will not
need one to tour the miniscule historical
center. Honestly: Countless tourists hop
on a bus out of habit, only to find them-
selves in the suburbs within 10 minutes.
For trips to the edge of town, tickets cost
1.20€ for a 70-minute ticket, 5€ for a
full-day pass, with various other options
available. Buy biglietti (tickets) at any
newsstand or tabacconist (look for any
store or bar with a small brown sign show-
ing a white T1). You need to validate your
ticket by sticking it in a little machine
once you board the bus. They rarely check
tickets, but when they do, you'll pay a
hefty fine if you're ticketless or unvali-
dated. The “I'm a tourist, I didnt know”
excuse doesn't work; believe me, they've
heard that one before.

Taxis are available at the train sta-
tion, and line up around major piazzas.
You can order one to come fetch you by
calling @ 055-4390, 055-4242, or
055-4798—though remember, the fare
begins when they get the call, not when
they arrive to pick you up. Flag-fall is
2.64€ (4.48€ Sun), rising to 5.70€
between 10pm and 6pm; add .62€ for
each item of luggage. Drivers expect
about a 10% tip. Again, you most likely
won't need one to get around town,
unless you're trying to ferry luggage from
the train station to your hotel.

If you like hills, you might enjoy rent-
ing a bicycle and riding around south of
the Arno, up to San Miniato and Piazzale
Michelangelo. Given the tight traffic in
town, I wouldn’t recommend using a bike
as a way to see the city. The city now
sponsors a “Mille ed una bici” program to
encourage bicycle use by renting them for
just 1.50€ per hour, 4€ for 5 hours, or
18€ per day at stands set up around the
fringes of town: a Parterre parking lot,
Piazza Tasso, Piazza V. Veneto, Piazza
Ghiberti, Piazza Cestello, and at all three



train stations. Most stands are open from
around 7:30 or 8am to 7 or 8pm in sum-
mer, 6pm in winter. You might find more
options and flexibility—and far cheaper
daily rates—with a private bike rental,
starting at 2.50€ per hour, 12€ per day,
with Alinari (Via San Zanobi 38r; @ 055-
280500; www.alinarirental.com).

Alinari also rents motor scooters
(10€-15€ per hour, 25€-35€ for 5
hours, 30€-55€ per day) if you want to
zoom around on a Vespa like a local, but
you really need to know how to handle
one. Florence is definitely not the place
to learn to ride, and even experts have
trouble in the traffic chaos—think bike
messenger in Manhattan. That being said,
it's a fun way to zip up nearby hills, pop
over to Fiesole, or visit 20 sites in a sin-
gle day.
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It bears repeating: Florence’s histori-
cal center is minuscule, the traffic impos-
sible, and the parking fees insane. You
will be miserable if you try to take a car
to Florence; it is only an enormous hassle.
However, renting a car is a great idea if
you want to get out of Florence, espe-
cially if you intend to get off the beaten
track in Chianti country. Remember: It's
always best (and cheaper) to arrange for
a rental before you leave on your trip.
That said, rental agencies in town include
Europcar (Borgo Ognissanti 53-55r;
T 055-290438; www.europcar.com), Avis
(Borgo Ognissanti 128r; & 055-213629;
www.avis.com), and Hertz (Via Maso
Fininguerra 33; @ 055-2398205; www.
hertz.com).



Tuscany

On winding roads through famous wine country
and in medieval hill towns, visitors lose
themselves in masterworks of the past

by Reid Bramblett

THIS IS THE ITALIAN COUNTRYSIDE OF PEOPLE’S DREAMS: ROLLING HILLS
covered with vineyards and castles, and fortified hill towns punctuated with
medieval stone towers and Gothic church spires. In its cities are Renaissance
palazzi, many now hosting charming bed-and-breakfasts, and on its vineyards and
farms are houses and villas transformed into agriturismi, providing tourists the
chance to stay on a working farm.

This ultrapopular part of Italy sees plenty of visitors, but the fame is deserved
and the legions of tourists haven’t yet diminished Tuscany’s character. Pisa and
Siena are historical rivals to Florence, both containing some of the most famous
monuments anywhere. Little Lucca, with its massive stone walls topped by green
parks, is proud of its long tradition of music, art, and architecture. San Gimignano,
a “medieval Manhattan” bristling with more than a dozen stone towers, stands as
a reminder of the vibrant trade centers each of these cities once were.

Take the famed Chianti road, winding like a string of spaghetti past dozens of
wineries in the hills becween Florence and Siena. Stop in Siena for its churches,
palaces, art museums, and the lovely Piazza del Campo, site of the Palio horse
races. Then head east to enjoy the architecture and festivals of Arezzo, a gateway
to the north of Umbria.

In planning a Tuscan holiday, it makes sense to base yourself at one, maybe
two, locations, and do day trips. It's much easier to make the commute (either by
bus, train, or car) than to change hotels every day. The cities are surprisingly close
to one another. For trips to Lucca, Pisa, and San Gimignano, I would either base
myself in some countryside lodging or in Florence. Siena is worth several days,
both as a destination and as a base to visit Chianti and nearby hill towns.

DON'T LEAVE TUSCANY WITHOUT . ..
WALKING OR BIKING ALONG THE TOP OF LUCCA'S CITY WALLS

The tree-shaded pathway along the top of these mighty 16th-century bastions is
among ltaly’s premier passeggiate (promenades).

ATTENDING THE OPERA Lucca is the home of Puccini, and the Lucchesi
love to catch the latest incarnation of their hometown hero’s operas in the open
air during summer around Torre del Lago, or in autumn at the Teatro del Giglio.
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CLIMBING THE LEANING TOWER OF PISA Sure, its a bit overpriced,
but can you really resist the opportunity to scale the world’s most famous archi-
tectural mishap?

STEPPING BACK INTO THE MIDDLE AGES IN SAN GIMIGNANO
This hill town bristles with more than a dozen of the kind of stone towers that once
dominated the medieval skylines of many Italian cities, but survive only here.

TOURING SIENA’S DUOMO  This magnificent, zebra-striped Gothic cathe-
dral is a storehouse of great works of sculpture and painting, and a work of art
in itself.

RELAXING IN THE PIAZZA DEL CAMPO  Siena’s central plaza is among
Italy’s finest. Sit with a gelato and watch mobs of tourists, street musicians, and
locals enjoying the scene.

JOINING THE MOBS FOR THE PALIO Siena hosts famous midsummer
horse races. The weeks around the event are alive with many contrada (neighbor-
hood) street parties.

WINE-TASTING YOUR WAY THROUGH THE CHIANTI The vine-
draped hills between Florence and Siena contain one of the world’s most famous
wine-producing regions, with dozens of castle-wineries offering tours, tastings,
and some of the best (drinkable) souvenirs in Italy.

VIEWING FRANCESCA’S LEGEND OF THE TRUE CROSS One of the
greatest works of Italian art, it’s in San Francesco Church in Arezzo.

LUCCA

Lucca is a bite-size city of churches, shops, and gardens, surrounded by a thick cir-
cle of walls, that’s relatively free of the throngs that at times make even the most
beautiful attractions of nearby Florence or Pisa feel like a chore to tour. Though
no place in Tuscany could be called “undiscovered,” Lucca has somehow managed
to retain its historic aura.

The main attractions of Lucca are the walls themselves, arguably the best pre-
served Renaissance ramparts in the world. Twelve meters (40 ft.) high, 18m (60
ft.) across, and inscribing a 4km (2% miles) circumference around the historical
center, the walls, which once offered protection, are now a recreation area. Topped
by trees, walking paths, parks, and playgrounds, this is where locals and visitors
come to unwind; you'll see elderly women gossiping, men playing cards on
benches, grandchildren picnicking in the shade, and people bicycling everywhere.

The sight from the walls is neatly as striking: a grid-patterned town, laid out
by the methodical ancient Romans and characterized by the soaring bell towers
and tall, arcaded facades of several Romanesque churches. Off to one side is the
Anfiteatro Romano, an oval enclosure of medieval buildings built atop a Roman
amphitheater. It makes a certain kind of sense that Lucca’s famous son, opera leg-
end Giacomo Puccini, grew up amid all this beauty and drama.
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150 Chapter 4 Tuscany
A BRIEF HISTORY OF LUCCA

Lucca has been a significant city since Roman times, when Caesar, Pompey, and
Crassus met here to create their Triumvirate government in 56 B.C. At that time,
Lucca had already been a Roman colony for 200 years. In the 2nd century A.D.,
the Romans added the amphitheater, whose arches and columns still form the sup-
ports of the medieval buildings surrounding Lucca’s oval Teatro Romano piazza.

Lucca’s history was also touched by the early days of Christianity. St. Paolino,
one of St. Peter’s deacons, is said to have brought the faith to the city in A.D. 47,
making Lucca the first Tuscan city to be converted. In 588, a wandering Irish
abbot settled in town to become
Bishop (and later St.) Frediano, for
whom the church in the northern part
of Lucca is named.

Following the fall of Rome, Lucca
spent centuries changing hands between
various warlords. It wasn't until the 12th
century that Lucca emerged as a free
—Henry James, Italian Hours, 1909 commune, erecting another set of city

walls, palaces, and churches as trade

brought prosperity to the city. The bulk
of the city’s Romanesque churches, including San Martino, San Frediano, and San
Michele, were raised, improved, and expanded over the next 100 years.

The 1300s saw Lucca get involved in the Guelph versus Ghibelline civil wars
wracking Tuscany. Internal city divisions allowed external invaders, including the
city states of Pisa and Florence, to conquer Lucca. But Lucca reemerged as a small
and independent state, maintaining its freedom over the next 430 years through
skillful diplomacy.

Peace enabled Lucca to construct increasingly solid walls, until the present
boundary took form between 1544 and 1645. One hundred twenty-six cannons
lined these fortifications, and the adjacent parklands were cleared to give the gun-
ners an open line of fire. But the walls never faced the test of invaders. By the time
Austrian armies overran northern Italy in the 18th century, improvements in
artillery technology had made such battlements irrelevant, and Lucca surren-
dered, along with its cannons, without a fight. When Napoleon became king of
Italy in 1805, he put his sister, Elisa Baciocchi, in charge of Lucca. She freshened
up the town, adding gardens and the appropriately named Piazza Napoleone.

Today, Lucca has a vibrant small-city feel amid its historical monuments,
palaces, and gardens. Regional food (especially local olive oils and farro, a barley-
like grain) fills its shops and restaurants, opera fills its theaters, and local Lucchese
fill its wide avenues on their evening promenades through town.

LAY OF THE LAND

Reaching Lucca by train is pretty easy from Florence. More than 20 trains a day
connect the cities in 70 to 90 minutes. The Lucca train station (Piazza Ricasoli;
ticket office @ 0583-467013) is just a couple of blocks from the south edge of
the city walls. Trains go to Pisa (30 min.) with similar regularity. While it’s a snap

Lucca . . . that compact and
admirable little city, overflowing with
everything that makes for ease, for
plenty, for beauty, for interest and
good example.
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to walk into town (exit the station, turn left, and walk along the walls for 2 blocks
to get to the city gate), if youre traveling with heavy luggage, from the train sta-
tion city bus nos. 9 and 13 head into the city walls, cut over to the eastern half of
the historical center, then turn north (no. 13 continues all the way to Piazza Santa
Maria and the tourist office, which in the city’s infinite wisdom, they placed clear
on the other side of town from the train station), while bus nos. 11 and 12 head
into the city center, up to Piazza Napoleone, then cut west along Via Vittorio
Emanuele and out of town. There are also plenty of taxis at the train station.

Hourly Lazzi buses (T 0583-584876; www.lazzi.it) connect Florence and
the Lucca station (on Piazzale Verdi, the west end of the historical center) in 75
minutes.

It’s less than an hour’s drive to Lucca from Florence, about 64km (40 miles)
away on the A11 expressway. The commute to Pisa is even shorter, just 24km (15
miles) to the south on SS12. Traffic and parking are restricted inside the city,
though free parking can be found on city streets outside the walls.

Lucca’s main tourist office (Piazza Santa Maria 35; @ 0583-919931; www.
luccatourist.it and www.turismo.provincia.lucca.it) is located on the south side of
the piazza, just inside Porta Santa Maria. It has the usual collection of maps and
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brochures, and also a bookstore selling the useful English-language Grapevine
magazine of events and listings for 2€, as well as Internet access (3€ for 30 min.).
For an entertaining and informative audio tour of the city, rent headphones from
the tourist office for 6€. At a leisurely pace, the tour takes about 2 hours. Lucca
has another tourist office with similar services in Cortile Carrara, off Palazzo
Ducale, facing Piazza Napoleone (T 0583-919941). There’s also good informa-
tion on the private site www.in-lucca.it.

If you want to do as the Luchesse do, you may feel inspired to travel around
the city—especially the city walls—by bike. Bikes are available for rent at two
shops next to the main tourist office: Antonio Poli (Piazza Santa Maria 42;
T 0583-493787; www.biciclettepoli.com) and Cicli Bizzarri (Piazza Santa Maria
32; T 0583-496031; www.ciclibizzarri.net). Just about every place in town charges
the same 2.50€ per hour, or 13€ per day for basic bicycles, 3.50€ per hour and
18€ per day for mountain bikes.

ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

€ The 140-bed Ostello San Frediano $t @ (Via della Cavallerizza 12; T 0583-
469957; www.ostellolucca.it; AE, MC, V) is a choice cheap option on the north end
of the historical center, a block from Piazza Anfiteatro. It was, at varying times, a
convent, a library, and a school before its 2002 renovation and transformation into
a clean, character-filled hostel. The wide, tiled hallways and large common rooms
echo with footsteps, while the rear garden offers a nice place to relax. Rooms are
institutional but ultraclean with new furnishings, and are priced from 18€ per per-
son in an eight-bed dorm without bathroom, 19€ with bathroom, or 48€ for a
double with private bathroom. They serve a decent breakfast buffet for 1.60€, and
a passable lunch and dinner for 9.50€. Plus, they have beer in the vending

machines.

€—€€ Because of the small number of hotels inside the city walls, Lucca is a
good place to look into B&Bs, private rooms, and residences. Casa Alba <X (Via
Fillungo 142, just off Piazza Anfiteatro; @ 0583-495361; www.casa-alba.com;
cash only) is a tiny but pleasant guesthouse, and one of the best lodging deals in
town. Its clean and well-maintained doubles—each a hodgepodge of furnishings
with TV, A/C, and one with a small fridge—cost just 50€ to 80€ per night with
bathroom, or save by opting for one of the three rooms that share a bathroom on
the hall for a mere 45€ to 65€. Bonus: Breakfast is included and served in your
room. Downside: 1t’s a third-floor walk-up (53 very steep steps). Note that new
owners took over in 2008, so changes are afoot (credit cards may soon be
accepted).

€-€€  The six rooms of the San Frediano <X (Via degli Angeli 19; B 0583-
469630; www.sanfrediano.com; MC, V) offer much of the authentic, local flavor of
a B&B and in low season can be slightly cheaper, with rates ranging from 48€ to
110€ for a double. The rooms are somewhat basic, but the building maintains
the feel of its 1600 origins.

€€-€€€  Another solid alternative choice is Residenza Centro Storico @
(Corte Portici 16; T 0583-490748; www.affittacamerecentrostorico.com; AE, MC,
V), which houses six tidy rental rooms with decent beds, private baths, and
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minifridges just a few steps from Piazza San Michele; doubles run 50€ to 130€
depending on size, type, season, and how booked the Residenza is.

€€ The rooms are even more basic, but clean, cheap, and central, at La Camelia
(Piazza San Francesco 35; & 0583-463481; www.affittacamerelacamelia.com; AE,
MC, V), where doubles go for 65€ and include breakfast in your room and free
parking.

€€ Though technically a hotel, Albergo San Martino (Via della Dogana 9;
T 0583-469181; www.albergosanmartino.it; AE, MC, V) manages to exude a
quaint B&B aura, with a friendly staff and doubles for 80€ to 110€, including a
large buffet breakfast.

€€€-€€€€ If youd rather stay in a more standard lodging, the Hotel
Universo <X (Piazza del Giglio 1; & 0583-493678; www.universolucca.com; AE,
MC, V) is one of the odder modern-meets-traditional hotels you'll ever see. It com-
bines a classic 19th-century decor in some of the rooms (and the lobby) with
futuristic Jersons-like decorating in others. The 143€-t0-183€ doubles in the
“comfort” category are a little worn around the edges, and some lack air-condi-
tioning, though the hotel says they're upgrading soon (then again, they’ve been
saying that for a few years now). The “superior” doubles (163€-193€) truly are
superior, with slick, 21st-century wood paneling and minimalist furniture. Each
of the 60 rooms has a grand view either of the cathedral, the tree-lined Piazza
Napoleone, or Piazza del Giglio.

€€€€ A definite step up, the Alla Corte degli Angeli 14t (Via degli Angeli
23; T 0583-469204; www.allacortedegliangeli.com; AE, MC, V) has flatscreen TVs
to go with the stylishly decorated but still traditional rooms with wood-beam ceil-
ings or trompe-['veil frescoes; rooms run about 155€ for a double.

DINING FOR ALL TASTES

€-€€ A prime location in front of the cathedral—a lively scene of locals and
tourists—and fresh salads and appetizers make Girovita X & (Piazza Antelminelli
2; T 0583-469412; summer Tues-Sun 8am-midnight, winter Fri-Sun 8am-8pm;
AE, MC, V) a great spot for lunch or an evening aperitivo (7:30-9:30pm). Children
enjoy the snack menu and frozen fruit drinks, and if they kick up a fuss, their par-
ents can relax—it’s noisy enough here to cover all but the loudest tantrums. Almost
all dishes are in the 6.50€-t0-8€ range, including the large seafood salad and a
light veggie pasta.

€€  The one restaurant in town you can’t miss is Buca di Sant Antonio $<t
(Via della Cervia 1/3, near Piazza S. Michele; & 0583-55881; www.bucadisant
antonio.com; Tues-Sat 12:30-3pm and 7:30-10:30pm, Sun 12:30-3pm; reservations
highly recommended; AE, MC, V), Lucca’s most popular spot for dinner since 1782.
It's a homey restaurant hung with hams and pots and pans, with a fireplace in one
corner and assorted antique clutter scattered around its warren of rooms. Tops on
the menu of characteristic Luccan cuisine is a tummy-warming pappardelle alla
lepre (wide noodles with wine-stewed hare) for 8.50€, and perto di faraona all’ nva
moscato (breast of guinea fowl with raisins) for 14€. On a cold evening, order the
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traditional dessert, castagnaccio, a rich combination of chestnut flour and ricotta
cheese. Most primi cost 8€ to 9€; main courses go for between 12€ and 15€.

€€ For a change of pace, try the seafood at Osteria del Neni (Via Pescheria 3,
between Piazza San Michele and Piazza Napoleone; & 0583-492681; www.
leosteriedilucca.com; daily noon-2:30pm and 7:30-11pm, closed Mon in winter;
AE, MC, V). The menu varies by season, but usually offers a variety of fresh fish
combined with homemade pastas. The branzino (sea bass) with pesto is a good
combo for 12€, as is the frusti di mare (seafood) linguini at 9€. Pastas cost from
7€ to 8€, and second;i are slightly more. Summers offer the chance to dine on the
restaurant’s street-front patios. Even with reservations, expect to wait awhile for
your meal at this very popular restaurant.

€€-€€€ The award of most original dining spot in town has to go to the San
Colombano X @ (Baluardo San Colombano 10, across from the train station;
T 0583-464641; www.caffetteriasancolombano.it; Tues-Fri 8am-1am, Sat 8am-
2am; AE, MC, V), a trendy, ultramodern bunker of an eatery installed in one of the
historic bastions of the city walls. It serves as a cafeteria, restaurant, and jazz bar,
its personality shifting depending on the time of day. Early on it is a snack
shop/gelateria, with a 12€ set-price workmen’s menu at lunch on weekdays. At
dinner it’s a chic restaurant serving such regional specialties as pasta with wild
hare, grilled boar, and zuppa Lucchese. Primi run 6€ to 12€, secondi 9€ to 12€,
and there’s a traditional set-priced menu at 28€. Later in the evenings it becomes
a hopping nightspot. They have, in the past, featured live jazz on Wednesday
nights, and hopefully will be doing so again by the time you read this.

WHY YOU'RE HERE: THE TOP SIGHTS & ATTRACTIONS

Ifyou go to Lucca, you are required to walk or bike along the Walls of Lucca $t<t<t.
It’s one of the highlights of a trip to Tuscany. As you saunter along the 4km-wide
(2.5-mile) green pathway 12m (40 ft.) above the city, you'll become a voyeur par
extraordinaire, peeking over villa walls into elaborate private gardens filled with
statuary, watching as the lucky citizens of this town stroll its broad avenues. Join
the locals in enjoying a picnic under plentiful shade trees, or let your kids frolic
in one of the many playgrounds lining the walls.

Although the only original remaining parts are a few arches embedded in
medieval walls and an empty space, the Anfiteatro Romano (Roman
Amphitheater) 4X is another impressive site, the symmetrical oval of its shell sur-
rounded by a crowd of medieval buildings. In 1830, city rulers cleared out the
slums that stood in the middle of the piazza, creating the current scenic photo set-
ting. The best way to see the amphitheater’s outline is from the top of the Torre
Guinigi $X (Via S. Andrea and Via Chiave d'Oro; & 0583-316846; 3.50€; daily
Mar-Sept 9am-8pm, Oct 10am-6pm, Nov-Feb 10am-5:30pm), an odd 45m (150-
ft.) tree-topped tower sprouting up in the middle of town. The shade trees on top
were planted for the benefit of soldiers standing watch on hot summer days.

The greatest single sight in Lucca is the Cattedrale di San Martino XX (Piazza
San Martino; @ 0583-957068 or 0583-490530; www.museocattedralelucca.it; free;
summer daily 8:30am-6pm, winter 9am-noon and 3-5pm). Start with the facade,
a perfect example of Pisan-Lucchese Romanesque architecture, with its repeating
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dwarf rows of columns. The exterior columns and atrium have intriguing bas-relief
carvings, including scenes from the Bible and a labyrinth symbolic of the difficult
journey to salvation. The reliefs over the doors, created in 1205, detail the life of
St. Martin, a 4th-century saint famous for sharing his cloak with a beggar (as well
as the usual miracles of curing lepers and raising the dead, all recounted on the
panels). The interior of the church is a mishmash of styles, ranging from Gothic
arches to Renaissance paintings (including a Last Supper by Tintoretto) and 19th-
century stained glass.

The cathedral’s holiest relic is the caged wooden Volro Santo crucifix, said to
have been miraculously created by Nicodemus, an eyewitness to Jesus on the
cross. The crucifix reportedly arrived in Lucca in 782 by similarly miraculous
means: Set adrift on a raft to escape Muslim marauders, the statue beached near
a small Italian village, where the local bishop, following a vision, put the crucifix
on a cart and let oxen take it wherever God meant it to rest. Since its arrival in
Lucca, the Volto Santo has been a source of pride for the city, culminating in the
September 13 festival in which the crucifix is paraded through town. Art histori-
ans think the carving, with its Byzantine and Middle Eastern influences, may have
been a 13th-century copy of an 11th-century copy of a Syrian statue from the 8th
century (whew!).

The cathedral’s other highlight is the 1407 tomb of Ilaria Carretto Guinigi, a
stunning 26-year-old woman whose beauty was immortalized in an unusually
naturalistic manner (note the graceful flow of her robes) by sculptor Jacopo della
Quercia. The small dog at her feet symbolizes fidelity. The famous tomb has now
been placed in a side room and there’s a 2€ fee to see her marble figure.

Often mistaken for the cathedral, since it’s larger and sits in the center of town,
the church of San Michele in Foro <X (Piazza S. Michele; T 0583-48459; free;
daily 9am-noon and 3-6pm, to 5pm in winter) has a similar but even more spec-
tacular exterior. Exquisitely detailed columns of every size, shape, and color
bedeck the four-tiered facade in a composition that echoes that of the Duomo in
Pisa. Note how the facade extends far above the church’s roof, a result of ambition
outstripping funding, to be topped by a statue of Michael the archangel. The inte-
rior can’t quite match the outside, but does have a nice Filippino Lippi painting
at the far end of the right side of the church, and a fancy organ decorated with
fleur-de-lis. For two generations, the Puccini family who lived just down the street
(at Corte San Lorenzo 9) served as the church’s organists, and the third genera-
tion, young Giacomo Puccini, sang in the choir as a boy—quite a musical pedi-
gree for the man who would go on to write La Bohéme, Turnadot, Tosca, Madama
Butterfly, and other immortal operas. The “Foro” part of the church’s name comes
from the fact that it was built on the original site of a Roman forum.

On the northern edge of the city is the Church of San Frediano <t (Piazza S.
Frediano; @ 0583-493627; free; daily 9am-noon and 3-6pm, to 5pm in winter)
with a glittering 13th-century mosaic on its facade. Among the treasures inside
are an elaborate baptismal font (dismantled and hidden away in the 18th c. and
only reassembled a few decades ago), and a chapel (second on the left) with mag-
nificent fresco cycles by Amico Aspertini (1508-09) on The Miracles of St.
Frediano and the Arrival in Lucca of the Volto Santo. Just beyond the baptismal font
is a chapel containing the mummified body of St. Zita inside a glass case. This
13th-century maid was caught smuggling bread out of her employer’s house to
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Nature’s Cathedral

The Grotta del Vento (Cave of the Winds) <t @ (Loc. Fornovolasco; & 0583-
722024; www.grottadelvento.com; 7.50€ for 1-hr. tour, 12€ for 2 hr., and 17€
for 3 hr.,, 20% discount for kids under 11; daily 1-hr. tours leave every hour
10am-noon and 2-6pm; 2-hr. tours leave at 11am, 3, 4, and 5pm; 3-hr. tours
leave at 10am and 4pm; Nov 2-Mar 31 the longer itineraries are available only on
Sun), an hour’s drive north from Lucca, will add a nice dash of variety to any
Tuscan vacation (your kids especially might enjoy this break from art and history).
The stalactites and stalagmites are equal to any Gothic church spire, and the open
caverns are as voluminous as the interior of a cathedral. In fact, ceilings of some
rooms tower over 60m (200 ft.) above visitors, with every imaginable shape of
protruding rock formations. For more wonders, there are winding underground
rivers and reflective lakes and rooms with such appropriate names as “Giant’s
Abyss” and “The Hall of Wonders.”

The caves drop about 135m (450 ft.) underground through more than 8km (5
miles) of passageways. But you dont have to be an experienced spelunker to
enjoy a trip through them; the park has created tourist-friendly concrete path-
ways with guide rails along well-lit passages. Exploration is by guided tour only.

To get there, take the SSN12 Abetone/Brennero as far as Ponte a Moriano
(8.5km/5": miles). Then cross the Serchio River and proceed along the main road,
through the valley, as far as Gallicano (another 28km/17 miles). After passing
Lake Trombacco, take the road for Fornovolasco at the 44km mark. Continuing
uphill, cross another three valleys, and you've reached it.

feed beggars. To escape punishment for stealing, she told guards that she only had
flowers hidden in her apron, and when the guards pulled her apron aside, the
bread had miraculously turned into roses. The body of this patron saint of maids
and ladies-in-waiting is paraded through town on her feast day of April 26. The
church itself gets its name from the wandering Irish abbot who helped to develop
Christianity in Lucca in the 6th century. Frediano is buried beneath the altar.

ATTENTION, SHOPPERS!

Lucca offers a wealth of shopping opportunities along Via Fillungo and Via Santa
Lucia: Olive oil, jewelry, chocolates, perfumes, and wines are among the Luccan
treats. A few worth mentioning:

A branch of the historical Officina Profumo di Santa Maria Novella (Via
Vittorio Veneto 29; & 0583-490850; www.smnovella.it) sells soaps, colognes,
and Vinegar of the Seven Thieves, a cure for “fainting fits.”

Cioccolateria Caniparoli (Via San Paolino 96; @ 0583-53456) offers some
of the best chocolate in the region.

Lucca in Tavola (Via San Paolino 130; & 0583-581002) has a wide selection
of famous regional olive oils.
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Carli Pietro (Via Fillungo 95; & 0583-491119) is a jewelry store—cum-—
museum, with fresco-covered walls and jewel-filled display cases. You may
not be able to afford anything here, but it offers exquisite window-shopping.
The English Bookshop (Borgo Giannotti 493; @ 0583-331169) can be a
good spot to buy detailed area guides, or to pick up some summer reading.

NIGHTLIFE

A city that was home to Paganini, Puccini, Boccherini, and Catalani and others
obviously makes a good place to hear some classical music or attend the opera.
The Teatro Del Giglio (Piazza del Giglio 13/15; & 0583-467521; www.teatrodel
giglio.it) is where Rossini premiered William Tell in 1831. Today it has a full
opera season running from October to April. Tickets range from 20€ to 60€.
Aside from opera, the theater also hosts plays and dance performances.

For more music, the University of Cincinnati College Conservatory of Music,
of all places, coordinates the Opera Theater and Music Festival of Lucca in tan-
dem with its study-abroad program. Visitors can watch rehearsals and outdoor
performances around town from June to July. Check www.ccmoperalucca.org.

PISA

Even a lifetime of seeing images of the famous Leaning Tower of Pisa doesn’t quite
prepare you for your first sight of this tourist icon. Up close it looks like a giant
white cylinder of a spaceship that has crash-landed at an awkward angle in a green
field and discharged an army of mimes. People of all sizes, ages, and races stand
in front of the tower in goofy positions. Some attempt the “Look, ma, 'm hold-
ing up the tower” pose, with outstretched arms “catching” the leaning tower in
the background. Others go for the “push,” the “foot save,” or the “ow, it just fell
on my head” pantomime.

The mob of tourists, the hot dog stands, the aggressive souvenir peddlers—
these all point to the fact that Pisa is one of Italy’s oldest tourist traps. But you
should still go here, not only to see the Leaning Tower but also to tour the four
lesser known, though equally impressive, monuments in the appropriately named
Campo di Miracoli (Field of Miracles).

That being said, the city doesn't hold much beyond this central area to attract
visitors. If you're pressed for time, do what 90% of tourists do and make Pisa into
a day trip while staying in Florence (about 1 hr. away) or Lucca (30 min. away).
But on your way out, try to stop at the Piaggio factory, birthplace of the Vespa,
just for proof that Italians really can design stuff the right way.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PISA

Pisa was once a major economic, political, cultural, and sea-faring power—before
it experienced a string of disasters. Its harbor and river silted up, it lost a couple
of wars, Florence conquered it, the economy tanked, and suddenly all it had left
was a tower that couldn’t stand straight and a few churches. In a final insult, dur-
ing World War II Allied troops firebombed several of its monuments. (You really
have to feel a little sorry for this faded empire.) Nowadays Pisa is a lively univer-
sity town and industrial center, with an international airport and transport hubs,
and a crooked bell tower that draws millions of tourists each year, but it’s still just
a shadow of its former self.
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In its heyday in the 1100s, Pisa was the terror of Tuscany. It conquered large
areas of the region, including Lucca, in a series of brutal wars. Pisa was a major
naval power as well, right up there with Genova, Venice, Bari, and Amalfi, con-
trolling Mediterranean sea lanes and expanding its empire to Corsica and
Sardinia. But following a disastrous naval battle with Genoa in 1284, its sea power
began to wane, and with it much of its military might.

By the time of the first wave of tourists to Italy in the 1800s, Pisa was a deso-
late, half-empty city teeming with beggars camped around its monuments. But
the city’s university, founded in 1343, remained open during all those years, and
has maintained Pisa’s reputation as a progressive, activist city. Native son Galileo
Galilei was one of those overeducated troublemakers; at the Leaning Tower and
the Duomo, he conducted experiments disproving Church-endorsed “science,”
and, in turn, got in trouble with the authorities.

However, Pisa’s years of medieval prosperity lasted long enough to fund the
construction of the major edifices in the city during the 12th and 13th centuries,
including the Dumo (cathedral) and its attendant structures: the Battistero (bap-
tistery), the Camposanto (cemetery), and the Campanile (bell tower), which was
as lovely as it was, it turns out, poorly designed; it began titling before they even
finished construction. The Pisan Romanesque style of architecture, with its color-
ful columns, striped decor, and repeating arches, permeates Tuscany, and can be
seen in Lucca, Siena, and even some early structures in archrival Florence.

LAY OF THE LAND

Pisa’s nearby Galileo Galilei Airport (& 050-849300; www.pisa-airport.com)
receives many regional and international flights (mostly from elsewhere in
Europe, though in 2007 Delta began direct flights from New York). The city cen-
ter is just a 5-minute, 1.10€ train trip or a 7€ cab ride away.

Pisa is a convenient 45- to 60-minute train ride from Florence, with more than
40 high-speed trains a day. Rome is a 3-hour train journey. Lucca is a half-hour
commute, with trains on that line stopping at the San Rossore station, which is
closer to the Campo dei Miracoli than Pisa’s Centrale station, where most of the
intercity trains stop. The Centrale station is nearly a mile away from the campo,
so consider a taxi (about 6€) or a bus (no. 3, 4, or A).

It’s about a 90-minute drive (depending on traffic) to Pisa from Florence via
the autostrada. Lucca is a half-hour trip via the ASS12. Parking in the historic dis-
trict is restricted, but meters can be found just outside the walls for .50€ to 1€
per hour, or at nearby lots for the same rates. Hotels will often let visitors use
(either free or for a charge) an overnight permit for street parking in the histori-
cal district.

Pisa’s main tourist office (Piazza Arcivescovado 8; & 050-560464) is on the
north side of the campo, next to the Leaning Tower ticket office. It has some lim-
ited information and pamphlets, but on the whole it isn’t too helpful. The lock-
ers for the Tower (no bags are allowed during the climb) are behind the ticket
counter, so the place can get pretty packed with people cither waiting for their
tour, or coming back to grab their stuff. Another tourist office with similar
brochures is at the train station.
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ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT
It’s unlikely that you'll spend the night here, but if you do, consider the following:

€—€€ The Hotel Helvetia (Via Don G. Boschi 31; @ 050-553084; www.pisa
online.it/hotelhelvetia; cash only) is a good cheap option just a block from the
Campo dei Miracoli. Though utterly simple (decor begins and ends with a few
framed prints, a ceiling fan, and a TV), the rooms start at a mere 62€ for a dou-
ble with bathroom (45€ for a double with a shared bathroom on the hall), and
100€ for a four-person room with bathroom. For an additional 5€ per person,
you can enjoy breakfast in a colorfully painted side room. Don’t miss the hotel’s
small but lush interior garden, which has a Thai temple.

€€-€€€ Just outside the walls, behind the Baptistery, the pleasant Hotel Il
Giardino <t @ (Via della Cavallerizza 12; @ 050-562101; www.pisaonline.it/
giardino; AE, MC, V) contains 16 basic but clean rooms, each with bathroom, air-
conditioning, TV, and minibar (doubles 90€-110€). The furniture consists of
achingly bland and aging modular units, but the owners do try to jazz it up with
wildly patterned bedspreads and original artwork on the walls. “It’s like staying
in a small and exclusive art gallery,” the owners say. Well, almost. Breakfast is
included in the rate.

€€ Aflurry of midrange hotels line the streets leading to the campo. Two of the
nicer ones are Hotel Francesco 4 (Via Santa Maria 129; & 050-555453; www.
hotelfrancesco.com; AE, MC, V) and Hotel Villa Kinzica $X (Piazza Arcivescovado
2; T 050-560419; www.hotelvillakinzica.it; AE, MC, V). Both have air-condition-
ing in all rooms, with doubles ranging from 80€ to 110€. The Francesco features
a common terrace with lovely views (including the top half of the Leaning Tower),
a good lounge with free Internet access, friendly management by the Corradino
family, and an airy breakfast area. Though a bit somber in mood and decor, the
Kinzica has one selling point: killer views of the Leaning Tower from most of its
guest rooms. Those rooms are also more upscale (furnishings with a bit more frilly
personality), and the hotel offers free breakfast (the Francesco doesn’t do break-
fast) and free street parking (an 8€ charge at the Francesco).

DINING FOR ALL TASTES

€ Locals dominate at the friendly, boisterous La Tana < @ (Via San Frediano
6; ™ 050-580540; Mon-Sat noon-3pm and 7-10:30pm; closed Aug; AE, MC, V),
with whole families crowding into large booths around long tables to dig into
inexpensive but tasty primi averaging about 3.50€ to 4.50€, second; at 5€ to 6€,
and pizzas from 4€ to 8€.

€ For some late-night eats and a beer, try IL Paiolo Pub % (Via Curtatone e
Montanara 9; T 050-42528; daily 7:30am-2am; MC, V). A popular student hang-
out, it stays open until 2am, with the kitchen serving until midnight. Simple but
fresh primi average 5.50€; secondi are in the 9€ range. Beer is a reasonable 4€ for
a large glass.

€-€€ The kitchen at Osteria dei Cavalieri (Via San Frediano 16, near Piazza
dei Cavalieri; @ 050-580858; www.osteriacavalieri.pisa.it; Mon-Fri 12:30-2pm,
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Mon-Sat 7:45-10pm; closed Aug and Dec 30-Jan 7; AE, MC, V) specializes in ele-
gant and slightly nouveau presentations of classic Tuscan dishes. They offer a vari-
ety of set-priced menus, including three-course meals devoted variously to seafood
(32€), meat dishes (30€), and even—unusual in Italy—vegetarian dishes (26€).
(A la carte, primi cost 7€-9€, secondi 11€-15€.) Also available are several tasty
11€ piatti unici (single plates) at lunch time: steak with grilled vegetables and
baked scamorza (smoked cheese), osso buco with saffron rice, or gnocchi under
tomato sauce with grilled salmon. They do try to move people in and out quickly,
but that means the service is fairly swift.

€€ Homey Antica Trattoria da Bruno <X (Via Luigi Bianchi 12; B 050-560818;
www.pisaonline.it/trattoriadabruno; Wed-Mon noon-3pm, Wed-Sun 7-10:30pm;
reservations recommended; AE, MC, V) is always packed for its tasty Pisan special-
ties and location about 270m (900 ft.) from the Leaning Tower (through the city
gate and just beyond the town walls). Pots and pans hang from the ceiling, the
walls are cluttered with family pictures, and the atmosphere is chaotic and friendly.
Try the excellent Pisan pasta e ceci (with garbanzo beans) or the baccalis con porri,
a salt cod with tomatoes and leeks, which tastes much better than it sounds. Prim:
run from 10€ to 12€, secondi from 15€ to 18€.

WHY YOU'RE HERE: THE TOP SIGHTS & ATTRACTIONS

The Campo di Miracoli is where you want to be in Pisa. This geometrically per-
fect, bright green “field of miracles” hugging the inside of the city walls on the
north end of the historical center has the big four attractions: the Leaning Tower,
the Baptistery, the Camposanto, and the Cathedral. Locals often refer to the area
more prosaically as Piazza del Duomo.

Obviously, youve come here primarily to see the Campanile (Leaning
Tower) $X$I¢t (B 050-560547 or 050-3872210; www.opapisa.it; 15€ plus 2€
reservation fee; daily Mar 21 to mid-June and Sept 5-30 8:30am-8:30pm, mid-
June to Sept 4 8:30am-11pm, Oct 9am-7pm, Nov-Feb 10am-5pm, Mar 1-13
9am-6pm, Mar 14-20 9am-7pm). The experience of climbing the 300 skewed
steps to the 56m-tall (185-ft.) summit is slightly claustrophobic and tiring, but
not to be missed. Millions of tourists have created curved grooves in the middle
of each step, making the marble stairs smooth and slippery. Walking up the stairs
gives you the feeling of being on a listing ship at sea, and you almost hesitate to
touch the downward-facing wall for fear of helping topple the tower.

Guards strictly enforce the 30-minute limit on visits, herding visitors up the
steps and allowing them only a couple of intermediate stops on balconies for
views. Once you're on top, the countdown begins: When your time is up, you'll
be brought down again. To be fair, the time allotted is more than enough for
everyone but die-hard engineering or architectural students.

The views from the top of the tower—taking in the old city and the moun-
tains in the distance—are spectacular. Given the 4.5m (15-ft.) slant from the per-
pendicular, it’s hard to believe this massive tower is secure as you peek over the
edge. But it’s actually more solid than ever (see “The Tipsy Tower,” below).

If you want to make the climb, it’s best to reserve in advance. Tickets really
should be booked at least 15 days ahead of time, though it is often possible to show
up and purchase a ticket on the same day (less true in summer), but arrive before
9am or else most (if not all) of the tour times will be sold out. The late closing



162 Chapter 4 Tuscany

Buying Tickets to the Sites of the Campo di Miracoli

If you plan to enter more than two sites, you'll save money by purchasing a sin-
gle ticket that covers every major tourist attraction except the biggie, the Leaning
Tower. Unfortunately, the way the tickets are priced is needlessly complicated.
The simple version: for entry to the Baptistery, the Camposanto, or the Museo
dell’'Opera alone, the price is 5€ each. For entry to two of the above sites, the
charge is 6€, and for all three plus the Cathedral it's 10€. Tickets can be pur-
chased at the office at the north end of the piazza. For more information, see
www.opapisa.it.

Note: The Sinopie Museum (with the preparatory sketches of the Camposanto
murals) closed indefinitely in 2006. When it does reopen (anybody’s guess), its
entry times and admission will be linked in some typically convoluted fashion to
the rest of the group.

times in summer do allow for more tour options for last-minute planners, but
obviously your views won't be as spectacular.

Bags are absolutely not allowed on the climb up the tower, and must be left in
lockers at the hectic tourist office north of the tower. Children under 8 also arent
allowed up the tower (though it is not recommended to leave them in the lock-
ers). Arrive at the ticket office an hour before your reserved tour time to pick up
your ticket—and woe betide you if you've lost your receipt; it nearly takes a papal
decree to get the thing reissued.

The Leaning Tower overshadows (literally) the other fine sites in the campo.
But you should take time to visit the Cathedral | (BT 050-560547; www.
opapisa.it; 2€ or as part of cumulative campo ticket; daily Mar 21-Sept 10am-
8pm, Mar 1-13 10am-6pm, Mar 14-20 and Oct 10am-7pm, Nov-Feb 10am-1pm
and 2-7pm), a construction (completed 1064—1275) that displays all the famous
characteristics of Pisan architecture, from the multicolored, multishaped columns
of the facade to the Moorish-influenced marble tiling (black and white stripes
around the building). The cavernous interior is nearly 120m (400 ft.) from end
to end, with more than 60 columns supporting the building’s weight. Notable
attractions are Giovanni Pisano’s pulpit (the fire-damaged panels were restored
and reassembled in the 20th-c.), Cimabue’s 13th-century Christ mosaic, and large
but the otherwise unassuming 16th-century lamp hanging low by the altar. This
is the light that supposedly intrigued Galileo during a boring sermon one day. The
lamp was bumped and began to swing side to side, and Galileo began the calcu-
lations that led to his famous formulas describing pendular motion.

The north side of the piazza has the giant Camposanto (Cemetery) <24t
(T 050-560547; www.opapisa.it; 5€ or as part of cumulative ticket; daily Mar
21-Sept 8am-8pm; Nov-Feb daily 10am-5pm, Mar 1-13 9am-6pm, Mar 14-20 and
Oct 9am-7pm). Designed by Giovanni di Simone in 1278 to contain soil brought
back by crusaders from Cavalry, the site of Jesus’ crucifixion, it was the chic place
for noble burials. To make their final resting places even more impressive, locals
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appropriated the sarcophagi of ancient Romans. Now the long hallways are filled
with rows of these tombs, while dozens of skull-and-crossbones memorial blocks
line the floors. The walls of the building were covered in extensive frescoes until
1944, when a massive fire (accidentally started by Allied bombing) torched the
structure. Photos from that time are on display in a northern room. Thankfully,
one set of frescoes survived, including the series Triumph of Death, Last Judgment,
and the Inferno. These soaring pieces depict aerial battles between flying angels and
devils, a giant Godezilla-like devil in hell, and tough angels at the Last Judgment
knocking people into line. Also note the nobles on horseback holding their noses
in the Triumph of Death as they confront three rotting corpses in the ground—the
fresco was done in 1398, only months after the Black Death had run rampant
through Tuscany.

The giant orange-juicer-shaped Baptistery <X (all information same as for
Camposanto) is the largest of its kind in Italy (at 105m/350 ft.). Construction
began in 1152, and improvements continued through the 1300s. Inside, the
Baptistery is sparely decorated, with the waiflike St. John statue in the center of
the room. If the pulpit looks vaguely familiar, it’s because its panels were carved
by Nicola Pisano from 1255 to 1260 and served as a model for those that he and
his son Giovanni would produce in Siena and elsewhere, culminating 50 years
later in Giovanni’s masterpiece a few hundred yards away in Pisa’s Duomo. The
other notable quality of the Baptistery is its echoing acoustics, which you can test
with an “accidental” cough or two while standing in the center of the room.

The Birthplace of Italian Scooters

Ancient Italy may have been obsessed with art and architecture, but as
anyone who's driven its highways knows, modern Italians are obsessed
with speed. And as anyone who's attempted to cross a street in Italy
knows, they're even more obsessed with motorini (scooters)—most espe-
cially that most classic and curvaceous of scooters, the Vespa, which
are manufactured just outside Pisa in the town of Pontedera. That yen
for everything shiny, metallic, and turbo-charged is on display at Museo
Piaggio (Viale Rinaldo Piaggio 7, Pontedera; @ 0587-27171; www.museo
piaggio.it; free; Wed-Sat 10am-6pm), a factory museum that tells the
story of Rinaldo Piaggio. Piaggio launched his engineering business in
1888, at the age of 20, and soon rose to the forefront of Italian industry,
going from ship fittings to railway cars and steam ships, and finally in
1941 to that most-Italian form of transportation, the Vespa. (Be sure to
check out the Vespa Alpha designed for a 1960s spy movie. In the film at
least, it could be converted into a submarine and a helicopter, which are
pretty good dealer options for a scooter.) Along with the many Vespas,
there’s an impressive collection of Gilera motorcycles and Piaggio ships
and planes.
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The Tipsy Tower

It seemed like a good idea at the time. Construction began on a perfectly
straight tower in 1173. For a dozen years, as three levels were completed,
you can imagine the conversations: “Call me crazy, but I think the thing
is leaning . . ..” By 1185, people had concluded that the tower was defi-
nitely tilting, and they halted construction to ponder the matter.

In 1275, after nearly a century of pondering, architects decided that
rather than try to correct the tilt, they would build the next levels tilted
in the opposite direction. This goofy solution now gives the tower a slight
banana shape. By 1284, construction was halted again. In 1360, the bel-
fry was added, of course leaning in yet another direction.

The 14,500-ton marble structure increased its tilt by about a millimeter
a year, slowly sinking into the soft, sandy soil around it. In 1838, engineers
dug a basin around the entrance because the doors had completely settled
underground. They also poked around the foundations and decided to try
pumping out groundwater, but that only served to accelerate the tilt.

By 1990, following the fatal collapse of a nearby church tower, author-
ities decided to close the Leaning Tower and deal with the issue. The top
was leaning 4.5m (15 ft.) from the vertical, and with nearly a million vis-
itors a year, they didn't want a disaster. So engineers stacked 900 tons of
lead weights at the base, opposite the tilt, to even out the pressures, and
wrapped huge steel hoops around the lower level to support the stressed
marble. Then engineers drilled the northern grounds to remove silt and
earth to counteract the tilt and solidify the earth below. Locals worried
that the engineers would do too much, and fix the tilt altogether, killing
their tourist industry.

Pisa reopened its tower at the end of 2001 after 11 years and over $30
million of investment. The result? The tower has reversed its lean to about
4m (14 ft.)—the same angle it had in 1838—but it should remain that
way for the next 300 years.

Unknown to most visitors is the fact that most of the outdoor statues on the
campo’s buildings are reproductions. You can see the originals up close and per-
sonal at the Museo dell’Opera << @ (all information same as for Camposanto).
The museum has a kid-friendly video kiosk with interactive displays about the
statues and monuments outside. You can zoom in and out, and spin the displays
for 360-degree views—a cheap way to duplicate the tower-top perspective. Each
room also has English descriptions of the works of art and artifacts. The items
include relics and tapestries from the piazzas monuments, as well as trophies
brought back from the Crusades. The building also has a good “poor man’s” view
of the piazza from its upper balcony.
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SAN GIMIGNANO

San Gimignano once had a skyline that boasted more than 70 towers, with com-
peting business, military, and family interests controlling trade routes through the
Tuscan plains. This small town retains its unique and ancient urban character
even though little more than a dozen of those towers remain. The exact number
of towers is a popular debate topic in town, and the count varies from 12 to 17,
depending largely upon whom you ask and what you consider constitutes a
“tower”—half the houses in town are essentially the lopped-off, three- to four-
story stumps of what were once tall towers.

You can easily cover the city in a day trip from Florence or Siena, and since so
many tourists do so, San Gimignano has become perhaps Tuscany’s greatest
tourist trap after Pisa—each day hundreds of visitors are stuck for hours within
the town walls waiting for the call back to their bus in a remote parking lot. The
church has an electric turnstile for reading tickets, the main square hosts a taste-
less torture museum, and streets are jammed with shops filled with every mass-
produced trinket imaginable, including an armory’s worth of blunted replica
medieval weapons. (Of course, I pooh-pooh that now; when I visited San
Gimignano for the first time, aged 12 and deep into Tolkein, I though I had
found a portal to Middle Earth and somehow convinced my parents to let me buy
a pocket-sized flail.)

All that said, San Gimignano manages to keep some of its 1,000-year-old char-
acter despite the tourist influx (especially for those who overnight here and expe-
rience the city without its throngs of visitors). Many family-run restaurants in
town serve traditional Tuscan specialties with San Gimignano’s underrated white
wines (which were the first whites in Italy to receive DOCG status). The summit
of Torre Grossa offers postcard views of Tuscan farmland unchanged for centuries.
The less touristed Sant’Agostino allows visitors to examine its frescoes without a
prepaid ticket, and old men still assemble in the shade of the arches of Piazza del
Duomo to have their breakfast and share their opinions on the state of the world.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SAN GIMIGNANO

San Gimignano takes its name from the bishop who is said to have saved the town
from Attila the Hun in the 5th century by clever diplomacy. By the 10th century,
San Gimignano (the town) consisted of a fortified castle surrounded by a small
village. It wasn’t until the 12th and 13th centuries that the towers and town walls
began to appear in great height and quantity.

As with many Italian hill towns, warring factions within San Gimignano bat-
tled each other through the 12th and 13th centuries in continuous power strug-
gles. The towers served not only as defense fortifications but as symbols of
prestige—and even as a means for drying the dyed textiles from which many of
the families built their wealth. The Black Death of 1348 not only cut the town’s
population in half, but it also wiped out the pilgrim and merchant trade from
which San Gimignano made much of its money. Florence conquered the weak-
ened city in 1353 so easily that the conquerors didn’t bother destroying the defen-
sive towers as they did in many other cities. A couple of more visits by the Black
Death, in 1464 and 1631, ensured that San Gimignano never quite got on its feet
again, leaving it a backwater city of crumbling towers and poor villagers for hun-
dreds of years.
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It wasn't until the mid-20th century that tourism revitalized the town. Today,
San Gimignano has leveraged its lively tourist trade into a city filled with sight-
seeing, dining, and festivals throughout the year. It’s definitely worth at least an
afternoon visit to walk the winding medieval streets under the watch of the last of
the towers.

LAY OF THE LAND

Probably the easiest way to reach San Gimignano is by an organized tour from
Florence or Siena. You won't have to deal with parking (which is impossible), and
you can drink as much as you want with your meals. Virtually every tour opera-
tor in Florence has some kind of San Gimignano trip, and you should be able to
easily book one at your hotel or a travel agency near your hotel.

If you decide to drive here for an overnight visit (highly recommended),
you'll find San Gimignano just 13km (8 miles) from the Poggibonsi exit on
the autostrada/SS2 between Florence and Siena, about 48km (30 miles) from
Florence, 32km (20 miles) from Siena. Parking is not allowed within San
Gimignano’s city walls, but if you have a hotel in town, you can drive your car to
the door (very carefully—the city has narrow streets) to unload your luggage.
Parking is available at pay lots outside of town, or for free along the roads
approaching the walls.

While San Gimignano isn’t on a train line, many buses make the 10-minute
trip from the station in Poggibonsi into town. Trains take from 30 to 45 minutes
from Siena, and about an hour from Florence.

San Gimignano has an extremely helpful tourist office (Piazza Duomo 1;
T 0577-940008; www.sangimignano.com), which carries lists of local apartment
rentals, wine tours, and events. It also offers a worthwhile audioguide city tour for
5€. The self-paced program gives visitors an extensive historical and architectural
guide of the city from more than 40 viewpoints, covering everything from the
usual tourist spots to deserted alleyways. The whole program takes about 2 hours.

ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

If youre having trouble finding a room, try any of the following resources.
The website of the tourist office (www.sangimignano.com) links to 19 hotels,
47 rental rooms, and 50 agriturismi (farm stays) in and around town. The
Association of Non-Hotel Structures in San Gimignano (Via Cellole 81; @ 349-
8821565; www.asangimignano.com), a title that sounds better in Italian, is the
most convenient to use because, on its website, the results page for a given search
shows photos and gives you the rates at 31 rental rooms and B&Bs (18 of which
are in the city center; most range from 21€-35€ per person), 7 agriturismi
(25€-45€ per person), and a couple of villas (125€ per person). The Siena
Hotels Promotion group has a satellite office in San Gimignano (Via San Giovanni
125; T 0577-940809; www.hotelsiena.com) and also represents 19 hotels, 35
rental rooms, 8 agriturismi, and even a nearby campground—but its online search
engine, while it does provide photos, won't give you prices until you plug in dates,
which makes it harder to compare options instantly (though does have the bene-
fit of confirming availability). Also, don't forget the 55€ doubles available at
Ristorante il Pino (under “Dining for All Tastes,” below).
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Most reliable, however, is to book a spiffy apartment managed by a local
woman known simply as Carla and her English-speaking son Francesco (who is
involved in the Association of Non-Hotel Structures, mentioned above). Through
Busini Rossi Carla $t3X (Via Cellole 81; T 0577-955041 or 349-4967362 or,
for Francesco, 349-8821565; www.accommodation-sangimignano.it; cash only),
Carla offers eight apartments, starting at 80€ to 150€ per night for two people
(490€-940<€ per week). My favorite is the Tortoli Palace Apartment on the upper
level of a 14th-century tower with an eye-popping view of the Piazza della
Cisterna. It offers a full kitchen, dining room, comfortable bedrooms (containing
up to five beds), and views of the countryside and main square. They also rent
nine rooms in town (55€-100€), and have a newly restored farmhouse called
Podere Ponte a Nappo, just outside San Gimignano, with two apartments, three
bedrooms, free parking, and a barbecue pit (prices the same as in town). Part of
the fun is meeting Carla, who often treats guests to a glass of vino on the square
after they settle into their temporary homes. Book far in advance; these apart-
ments get many return renters.

€€ Those on a tight budget can also visit the friendly nuns at the Foresteria
del Monastero San Girolamo <X @ (Via Folgore 32, just behind Porta San
Jacopo; T 0577-940573; cash only). For 30€ per person, you'll get breakfast and
a bed in one of the nine basic but clean rooms. Most rooms have three to four
beds, and they generally don’t place random people together, so a family has a
good chance of snagging an empty four-bed room (plus, kids get in for half price).
Free parking is available in a dirt lot across the street. It’s also handy in January
and February, when most hotels in town are closed (this religious guesthouse only
closes to the general public for the weeks around Easter and Christmas, when
guests are limited to those seeking a prayer retreat).

€€-€€€ The choice hotel in the central Piazza della Cisterna is the Hotel
Leon Bianco <X (Piazza della Cisterna 8; B 0577-941294; www.leonbianco.com;
AE, MC, V). This crisp and clean refurbished 14th-century palazzo has 25 inviting
rooms with modern fixtures combined with stone arches, wood-beamed ceilings,
and terra-cotta tiles. Standard doubles run from 85€ to 115€; don’t plunk down
110€ to 135€ for the Superior rooms—they’re merely larger and come with a
minibar. What you really want to be sure of it is that you ask for either a room
with a view of the postcard-perfect piazza out front, or one on the back with a
vista over terra-cotta roof tiles to the countryside beyond (rather than one over-
looking the glassed-in courtyard). The hotel even has a mini-fitness center, an
Internet point and Wi-Fi in the communal areas (the signal stretches to some
rooms), a pleasant deck for breakfast, and a five-person Jacuzzi on a terrace.

€€-€€€ My second choice for hotel digs is the Hotel Bel Soggiorno (Via San
Giovanni 91; & 0577-940375; www.hotelbelsoggiorno.it; AE, MC, V), perched at
the top of the southern walls of the city. The junior suites (120€-150€ per night)
with balcony views of the countryside are the top choices, but there are also nice
standard doubles with a street view for 95€, and doubles with a terrace and coun-
try view for 110€. Rooms are modern and spotless, if somewhat lacking in char-
acter. The restaurant serves dinner and boasts fine panoramic views as well.
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DINING FOR ALL TASTES

€-€€€ A brasserie, set in an actual castle, complete with rib-vaulted ceilings
and a terrace with great countryside view, the Ristorante La Griglia (Via San
Matteo 34/36; @ 0577-940005; www.sangimignano.com/lagriglia; Fri-Wed noon-
10:30pm; MC, V) is a lovely place to dine. Its lively bar is about the only thing going
for nightlife in this quiet town, so dine late and then stay to socialize. If you want
to avoid the coperto (cover) and service charges, take a table near the bar and order
from the brasserie menu: Pizzas and pastas are 6€ to 8€; a half chicken, roasted,
at 10€ is the most expensive item on the secondi menu. The interior restaurant
offers more gourmet fare with wild boar and truffle-covered pastas (primi 6GE-17€,
secondi about 10€—-18€).

€€ Very traditional Tuscan fare, in a medieval-barrel vaulted room, is paired
with ’80s pop music and contemporary paintings at the confused but still charm-
ing Osteria delle Catene $%<X (Via Mainardi 18; & 0577-941966; Thurs-Tues
12:30-2pm and 7:30-9:30pm; sometimes closed Dec to mid-Mar; AE, MC, V). Try
the salsicce con fagioli all'uccelletto (sausage with stewed tomatoes and beans) or
penne al porro (penne covered in a cheese and cream sauce); both are delightful.
Or go for one of the prix-fixe thematic menus, such as one dedicated to the zaf
ferano (saffron) for which San Gimignano has been famous since the Middle Ages
(21€), or one devoted entirely to cacciagione (game; 31€). Even the simpler, 13€
fixed-price menu will give you a good combination of flavors, accompanied by
local cheeses, a light pasta, and a pastry dessert. (None of the fixed-price menus
includes wine.) If you choose to go a la carte, primi range from 9€ to 11€, sec-
ondi from 12€ to 14€.

€€ Since 1929, friendly Ristorante il Pino <t (Via Cellolese 6; T 0577-940415;
www.ristoranteilpino.it; Sat-Wed 12:15-2pm and 7:30-10pm, Fri 7:30-10pm; AE,
MC, V) has served regional specialties at candlelit tables in brick-arched rooms
tucked into a medieval building. Primi range from 12€ to 14€, secondi from 14€
to 18€. Try the cannelloni with goat cheese and pepper sauce or the roasted duck
with truffles and potato cake. Happily, coperto and service charge are included in
the prices. Upstairs are rooms at 55€ a night. (The rooms are actually quite nice
for the price, with whitewashed walls and wood-beamed ceilings.)

WHY YOU'RE HERE: THE TOP SIGHTS & ATTRACTIONS

The main attraction is the town itself, and especially the towers poking above the
winding medieval streets of this hilltop city. The Piazza della Cisterna, in partic-
ular, is a lovely place in which to linger, its central 13th-century well framed by
imposing stone buildings unchanged since the Renaissance. You'll also want to
walk through the gardens around the Rocca, the ruinous old fortress from the
1350s now turned into a (free) public park, and climb the ramparts for view of
the countryside in one direction, and in the other a panorama of the town’s tow-
ers worthy of printing on a postcard.

The Torre Grossa $X4X (Piazza del Duomo; & 0577-990312; 4€ joint admis-
sion to Torre and Museo Civico; Mar-Oct 9:30am-7pm, Nov-Feb 10am-5:30pm),
as the name implies, is the biggest tower left standing in San Gimignano
(35m/115 ft. tall) and the only one you can climb. The view over the countryside
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Pros & Cons of San Gimignano’s
Combination Tickets

San Gimignano also offers a 5.50€ combination ticket good for admission
to the following city-managed sites:

Torre Grosso

Museo Civico

Museo Archeologico (Archaeological Museum)

Spezeria Santa Fina (a refurbished Renaissance pharmacy)
Museo Ornitologico (museum of stuffed birds)

Raffaele De Grada (modern art gallery)

Unless you have a specialized interest in archaeology, pharmacies, or
birds, the last four museums aren't likely to excite you (though the archae-
ological one does have a few exquisite Etruscan pieces). Better to save the
extra 1.50€ and spend your time exploring the streets, the walls, or the
surrounding countryside.

is stunning, as is the bird’s-eye perspective over the town—you'll see into private
gardens usually hidden by compound walls, and far off into the distant country-
side blanketed with vineyards. The 220 steps to the top of the tower are split at
several wide landings, to allow climbers spots to rest. Connected to the tower is
the city art gallery Museo Civico/Pinacoteca $14%, which has a small but inter-
esting collection of artwork in its four rooms, including the emblematic 14th-cen-
tury painting of San Gimignano (the saint) holding the eponymous city in his
arms. The most entertaining part of the museum is the faded series of tongue-in-
cheek medieval wedding frescoes on the walls of the small room off the side of the
stairway; they depict a hapless husband first being ridden and whipped by his
wife, then sitting naked (aside from his hat) in a bath with her, and finally in bed
with her. She’s turned away from him in full “T have a headache” mode while he
sulks on the other edge of bed, still wearing his red hat.

You'll want to visit the splendid frescoes of The Collegiata <X (Piazza
Duomo; @ 0577-940316; 4.50€; Mon-Sat 9:30am-7:10pm, Sun 12:30-7:10pm,
Nov-Mar closes 4:40pm) as early or as late in the day as possible because the com-
bination of surly guards, mobs of visitors, and a general carnival sideshow atmos-
phere can make the experience less than enjoyable if you hit it at the wrong time.
The church itself (formerly a cathedral, but no bishop resides here now) was
begun in the 11th century, and took its present form in the 15th century. Among
the many great masters who added frescoes to its densely decorated walls were
Lippo Memmi (the 22 New Testament scenes along the right wall, including
the moving Crucifixion); Taddeo Di Bartolo, who added the frightening Last
Judgment; and Bartolo di Freddi (the 26 Old Testament scenes). Pop 1€ into the
AV kiosk toward the entrance to hear a decent summary of the scenes depicted
on the panels. Best of all is the elaborate Cappella di Santa Fina (at the far end
of the right aisle) with exquisite frescoes from Renaissance superstar Domenico
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Ghirlandiao. He tells the story of Santa Fina, San Gimignano’s other patron saint,
a young 13th-century woman who lay for 6 years on a plank in one position to
better understand the sufferings of Jesus. St. Gregory eventually came to claim her
and bring her to heaven, and as she died the plank filled with flowers (a yearly fes-
tival for the saint takes place here on Mar 12, a time when the towers of San
Gimignano are blooming with pansies).

The serene, undervisited church of Sant’Agostino <X (Piazza Snat’Agostino;
T 0577-907012; free; daily 7am-noon and 3-7pm, Oct-Apr closes 6pm), at the
north edge of San Gimignano, has an elaborate interior combining over-the-top
18th-century rococo decor with a series of 15th-century frescoes. The best of
the bunch is Benozzo Gozzoli’s 17-panel depiction of the life of St. Augustine
(1460s). Note the panel toward the lower left, which shows the 4th-century saint
having a bad day at school and getting whacked by the teacher. The background
in most of the scenes vividly illustrates typical daily life and city scenes in
Renaissance Tuscany. Don't skip the Chapel of San Bartolo near the side door of
the church. It contains the remains of this 13th-century saint. Reliefs on the altar
depict the miracles of his life, including the reattaching of his toes, which had
fallen off as a result of the leprosy he contracted while ministering to the poor.

CHIANTI COUNTRY

When people envision typical Italian countryside, they usually conjure visions of
Chianti: vine-covered rolling hills dotted with castles and Renaissance villas, and
populated by family-owned wineries, rustic agriturismo vacation spots, and hill
tops frozen in time. Although busloads of tourists and wealthy transplants from
Milan, Britain, and elsewhere have been slowly transforming—some would say
destroying—the character of the region for the past few decades, the spirit of
Chianti has not been entirely diluted. Smaller towns still have traditional market
days, family-run restaurants continue to offer inexpensive local specialties, and
not every winery has been incorporated into an international conglomerate.

You'll want to see this region sooner rather than later, though; in certain ways
it’s being loved to death, and you want to visit before much more changes. Also,
it duels with Venice for the title of “Priciest Corner of Italy,” with hotels, restau-
rants, and even normally inexpensive agriturismi and B&Bs charging a premium,
a situation that only worsens with every passing year.

The 168 sq. km (65 sq. miles) of Chianti Country fill the area between
Florence and Siena, sandwiched between the Al autostrada and the SS2 highway.
The famed “Chianti Road” (SP222) winds and weaves through the middle of
Chianti. You can explore the region on day trips from Florence and Siena, or stay
around one of the smaller Chianti towns. You can casually drop in on the smaller
wineries you discover on the road, or make reservations for visits to some of the
larger ones, paying upward of 30€ for a tour, tasting, and snacks.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHIANTI

As usual, the Etruscans got here first, and the name “Chianti”—the region came
before the wine—is thought to be derived from the Etruscan Clantes clan. Legions
of conquering Romans, Lombards, and Goths passed through the region until it
stabilized under the alternating control of Florence and Siena in the 1200s.
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Florence and Siena fought for dominance of the Chianti area from the 13th
through the 15th centuries, each of the city-states building castles in the area to
protect its interests. Under Florentine organization, the military Lega del Chianti
(Chianti League) was formed in 1255 by the cities of Radda, Castellina, and
Gaiole. They chose the “Gallo Nero” as their symbol, the same black rooster sil-
houette which serves as the symbol of Chianti Classico wine today.

Wine from the region took on the Chianti name by the early 15th century. In
the early 1700s, Chianti became the first official government-designated wine
area in the world. In the 1830s, Bettino Ricasoli, “The Iron Baron,” brought pro-
fessional processing techniques to wineries on his estates. He experimented with
different combinations of grapes until he created the standard blend that served
as the official, highly regulated formula for Chianti up until new national regula-
tions loosened things up at the turn of the 21st century.

To protect the Chianti name, a group of winegrowers in the region formed the
Chianti Classico Consortium in 1924. They then adopted a set of regulations
regarding the blend of the wine, the production techniques, and, of course, the
area from which the grapes must come. Today, nearly 104 sq. km (40 sq. miles)
of Chianti are covered with over 6,800 hectares (17,000 acres) of grapevines pro-
ducing some 90 million liters of wine per year.

LAY OF THE LAND

You have two choices for touring the region: Drive your own car, or join an organ-
ized tour from a nearby city. Driving obviously gives you more freedom to explore
the less touristed, smaller wineries and wander back roads to your heart’s content.
The drawbacks are that you won't be able to sample as many wines as youd like
if you're the designated driver, and it’s very easy to get lost. If you do decide on
driving yourself (and I'd recommend it), take the scenic N2 highway between
Florence and Siena, exiting on some of the smaller side routes to reach the central
S$222, turning south on it toward Siena. To see the best of Chianti in a single day,
cruise the $§222, and stop in Greve and Radda.

With an organized tour (widely available in Florence and Siena; ask at you
hotel or the tourist office), you can sit back and let others do the work. But these
tours only go to the places that can accommodate hordes of visitors, have their
own fixed schedules, and eliminate some of the adventure that makes travel fun.
Keep in mind that wine-tasting tours aren’t the only option; you can combine
them with cooking classes, biking or hiking trips, and shopping,.

The Chianti area has several tourist offices, most of them private travel agen-
cies that have either officially or unofficially taken over duties of promoting
tourism in their respective corners of the Chianti. They are in Greve (a little shack
by the side of the road on the way into town on the S5222 from Florence at Viale
Giovanni da Verrazzano 59 and Piazza G. Matteotti 10; @ 055-8546287; www.
comune.greve-in-chianti.fi.it), in Castellina (Via Ferruccio 40; @ 0577-741392;
www.essenceoftuscany.it), in Radda (Piazza del Castello 6; @ 0577-738494; www.
chiantinet.it), and in Gaiole (Via G. Galilei 11; @ 0577-749411). For general area
information visit www.chianti.it/turismo and the official websites for the two
provinces that between them govern the Chianti: www.firenzeturismo.it and
www.terresiena.it.
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Why Is a Chianti a Chianti?

To begin with, the wine is named after the region (not the other way
around). As for the wine itself, there are strict rules that govern what can
and cannot be called “Chianti Classico.” With that designation, the grapes
must come from 1 of 12 municipalities between Siena and Florence. The
Sangiovese grape must compose at least 80% of the blend, and since 2006
no white grapes are allowed in the mixture (a sharp turnaround from the
traditional formula in place until the 1990s, when white grapes trebbiano
and malvasia had to be part of the alchemy, along with the red canaiolo
nero). Also, only a certain density of vines are allowed per acre, and the
end product cannot be sold until October 1 in the year following the har-
vest. Keep in mind that these are among the rules for Chianti Classico.
Confusingly, there are other official Chianti zones in Tuscany, including
Chianti Colli Senesi (from the hills around Siena that are not part
of Chianti Classico), Chianti Colli Fiorentini (same deal but near Florence),
Chianti Calli Aretini (near Arezzo), Chianti Colli Pisani (near Pisa), Chianti
Montalbano, and perhaps my favorite, Chianti Rifina (from the hills north-
east of Florence—not the be confused with Ruffino, the name of one of
the biggest makers and exporters of Chianti Classico and many other wines
likely found at your local wine shop in the States).

ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

€€ One of the best ways to experience the life of the area is to bed down at a
winery for the night, and perhaps the loveliest place to do that is the Casali Della
Aiola $t<X (on SP102 north of Vagliagli, a village halfway between Radda in
Chianti and Siena; & 0577-322797; www.aiola.net). Once a famous Sienese
stronghold (the Florentines razed it in 1544, after which it was rebuilt with a
moat), this estate is today a 100-hectare (250-acre) working farm operated by the
extended family of Senator Giovanni Malagodi. His daughter runs the vineyards
and winery, and his granddaughter, the charming Federica, and her husband,
Enrico, have turned two of the farmhouses on the property into an eight-room
agriturismo, polishing the terra-cotta floors to a shine, restoring the wood-beam
ceilings, and preserving the farmhouse look. As is appropriate for this winery/
lodging, the small reading room contains an honor bar where you can partake of
the farm’s bounty. Doubles go for 95€, including breakfast. There’s also a two-
roomed, family-size junior suite for 120€ for two up to 140€ for four. For those
not staying here, there are cellar tours and tastings. By the way, the winery
Vicchiomaggio (p. 176) also offers well-priced rooms for rent.

€€ The Albergo I Colombaio $t @ (Castellina in Chianti, Via Chiantigiana
29; T 0577-740444; www.albergoilcolombaio.it; AE, MC, V) is right on the edge
of the hill town of Castellina, with 14 rooms (doubles for 90€—100<€) behind the
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thick stone and wood walls of a 16th-century house that once sheltered shepherds
and their sheep. For a reasonably priced place, it has some very nice amenities like
good-quality bed linens, fluffy towels, and a swimming pool with countryside
views. Ask for an upstairs room—they’re bigger with better views; downstairs was
where the sheep used to sleep! Be sure to check out the Etruscan Tomb at the end
of the dirt road next to the hotel. You'll see a huge green mound topped with a
pair of pointy cypress. Under the mound, accessed by narrow tunnels, are the
empty stone burial vaults, lit by button-operated lights. It’s quite spooky to visit
at night. The Albergo’s sister property, the Villa Casalta, sits about a mile outside
of Castellina, and has 13 homey rooms in the main manor house and 6 in another
farmhouselike structure, with a pool between them. You can reserve a room with
a kitchen, or stay B&B-style and eat in the large breakfast room. Doubles there
also cost 90€ to 100€, including breakfast.

€€-€€€ The Villa Rosa di Boscorotondo <I<X (Via San Leolino 59, on the
$5222 between Panzano and Radda, Loc. Panzano in Chianti; & 055-852577;
www.resortvillarosa.it; AE, MC, V; closed mid-Nov to Apr) is a rarity in the Chianti,
offering wonderful countryside seclusion and an elegant atmosphere at perfectly
modest prices (doubles 80€-140€). Giancarlo and Sabina Avuri, who co-own
Florence’s Hotel Torre Guelfa, opened this huge pink villa as a roadside inn in
1998, retaining the original features and roominess while modernizing with an
elegance that lends it an antique rustic air. The curtained beds on wrought-iron
frames rest under gorgeous beamed ceilings, and rooms along the front open onto
two huge terraces that drink in views of the small valley in which the villa nestles.
There are a series of small drawing rooms, a pool with a view, and a path that leads
through the vineyards all the way to San Leolino church outside Panzano. Famed
butcher Cecchini provides the meat for fixed-price dinners (25€, not including
wine) on the terra-cotta terrace in summer.

€€€ The Giovanni da Verrazzano $X (Piazza G. Matteotti 28, Greve in Chianti;
T 055-853189; www.albergoverrazzano.it; AE, MC, V) overlooks Greve’s triangu-
lar central piazza and its statue of the hotel/restaurant’s namesake, a local explorer
who first discovered and mapped New York Harbor (and is remembered in the
name of the narrows between Long Island and Staten Island and the bridge that
spans them). The rooms—eight with private bathrooms for 118€ double, two
with shared bathroom for 103€—are a bit small but comfortable, their furnish-
ings functional but nice: painted wrought-iron bed frames with firm mattresses,
dark-wood furniture, terra-cotta floors, and a handful of wood-beamed ceilings.
Rooms on the front overlook the mismatched arcades of the piazza, while those
on the back have tiny terraces with late-morning sun, potted plants, and a view
over lichen-spotted roof tiles to the Chianti hills. The four-sleeper in the attic is
perfect for families (190€), and the restaurant serves hearty portions of highly
recommendable Tuscan fare in a laid-back muttoria atmosphere, with summer
dining on a terrace atop the piazza’s arcades.

€€ €€£€ LaRignana $14X (T 055-852065; www.rignana.it; see the restaurant
review below for driving details) is reviewed below for its excellent restaurant under
separate management. But the farm complex also rents out seven country-elegant
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rooms in the 18th-century Fattoria B&B from April to November—85€ to 95€
for a double with a shared bathroom, 95€ to 105€ for one with private bathroom.
There is also a separate villa with eight frescoed rooms on two floors. From April
to November, these, too, can be rented as individual B&B rooms for 120€ to
140€ a night; year-round you can rent an entire floor as a four-room apartment
(with shared living room and kitchen) for 3,500€ per week. All accommodations
share a horizon pool set in an olive grove.

€€€-€€€€  Palazzo Leopoldo 4X (Via Roma 33, Radda in Chianti; & 0577-
735605; www.palazzoleopoldo.it; AE, MC, V) in the center of Radda, has been
hosting rich and famous visitors since 1434. This former nobleman’s villa, with
original frescoes still on the walls and ancient wooden beams holding up the ceil-
ings, is the epitome of elegance and a worthy splurge, its rooms starting at 150€
or 190€ for a double, 190€ to 230€ for a superior room (you're paying for the
view), and 240€ to 330€ for one of the huge suites. Another lure: a heated
“hydromassage” pool in a hidden underground cave.

€€€€  If you've ever wanted to live in your own medieval hamlet in the heart
of the Chianti, here’s your chance. As its name implies, it sometimes gets windy
at Borgo Casa al Vento (between Gaiole in Chianti and Barbischio; & 0577-
749068; www.borgocasaalvento.com; AE, MC, V), but the stone buildings of this
converted village on the top of a ridge are as solid on the outside as they are soft
on the inside, with cushy beds and couches, some canopied beds, and calming
decor. They offer a number of lodging options, from apartments and bedroom
suites to a huge vacation villa. Least costly are the weekly apartment rentals:
1,000€ in high season, or 250€ a night (but down to a reasonable 800€ a week
when business is slow). There are also pricier suites and a high-end villa for rent.

DINING FOR ALL TASTES

€-€€ For simple, flavorful meals with little fuss, Tre Porte - { @ (Via Trento
e Trieste 4-8, Castellina in Chianti; @ 0577-741163; www.ristorantichianti.it/
treporte; Wed-Mon noon-2pm and 7-10pm; closed Jan 6 to mid-Feb; AE, MC, V)
is the best stop in the area, and everyone knows it—it’s packed day and night with
local families and large groups. The pesto linguini and the grilled pork are both
particularly good, but I dont think you'll be disappointed with anything on the
menu. They also fire up the pizza oven in the evening (this is the tradition in Italy;
any place that offers pizza at lunch is doing so to cater to foreign tourists). Primi
cost 7€ to 10€, secondi 13€ to 25€, and pizze 5€ to 7€.

€€ If youre looking for a genuine countryside trattoria, try La Cantinetta di
Rignana X< (follow signs from Greve in Chianti up to Montefioralle, go around
that hamlet and follow signs to Badia a Passignano, and then look for the Rignana
turnoff after a few miles; @ 055-852601; www.lacantinettadirignana.it; Wed-Mon
12:30-2:15pm and 7:30-10:30pm, Nov and Feb Sat-Sun only; AE, MC, V). Set in a
farmhouse at the end of a long dirt road, it has a folksy decor (red tablecloths and
family photos, lamps on the tables, and icons and farm implements on the walls)
and a lovely outdoor dining patio overlooking the vineyards from which the house
wine comes. Tops here are sausage ravioli, or the involtini di manzo (slices of thinly
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pounded beef wrapped around vegetables). Primi range from 8€ to 10€, second:
from 9€ to 14€. Reservations are highly recommended for dinner.

€€-€€€ The meals aren’t cheap at Albergaccio ¢4t (Via Fiorentina 63,
outside of Castellina; @ 0577-741042; www.albergacciocast.com; Mon-Sat
12:30-2:15pm and 7:30-9:30pm, closed Wed at lunch Apr 2-Nov 4; MC, V).
Tasting menus are a whopping 52€ to 59€ (though you do get four or five
courses), primi average 14€, and secondi 23€ to 25€, but it’s well worth the
splurge. The food is outstanding and the ambience is everything you could hope
for—an outdoor dining area with views over the vines in warm weather, and on
chillier nights an elegant, white-tablecloth-robed room. I still dream about their
piccione (pigeon) stuffed with figs caramelized in Marsala wine and the ricotta
gnocchi topped with thyme and truffle shavings. A top dining experience.

THE LURE OF BACCHUS—VISITS TO THE WINERIES

Consistency is a virtue when it comes to Chianti. For several thousand years, the
people here have been primarily doing just one thing: lovingly tending the local
grapes and producing, in vineyards that now spread across nearly 6,800 hectares
(16,800 acres) of the region, one of the most prized wines in the world. Many
wonderful wineries offer tours and tastings (for which it is always wise to book in
advance, preferably by a day or two days if not by a full week). Here are a few
favorites:

Castello Monsanto winery <X (Via Monsanto 8, Barberino Val D’Elsa; B 055-
8059000; www.castellodimonsanto.it; tours with tasting 16€), with 72 hectares
(178 acres) of vineyards, produces about 400,000 bottles a year of chardonnay,
Chianti Classico, and sangiovese wines. They export the bulk of their production
to the U.S., so if you like what you drink, you can probably get it at home. One
of the most innovative of the region’s vineyards, it was one of the first to substi-
tute steel tanks for wooden wine casks, and to play around with the number of
days for maturation. You'll learn all about this fascinating history on the tour,
which takes you on a stroll through the grounds, with a visit to the original 1742
cellars. It’s a little tricky to find the place because it doesn’t have any signs (call for
directions), but it’s close to the SS2, two exits north of Poggibonsi on an S5429
side route.

Just how beautiful is Vicchiomaggio (Via Vicchiomaggio 4, Le Bolle exit south
of Strada; @ 055-854078; www.vicchiomaggio.it; tours 4€), a centuries-old cas-
tle? I can only assume that Leonardo da Vinci took some inspiration from its sur-
roundings: It was here that he painted his famous Mona Lisa, who grew up in a
nearby castle. Though the castle, which looms over the Greve Valley, was origi-
nally built in the 5th century A.D., what you see today is the Renaissance recon-
struction (approximately 1450), still one of the best-preserved castles in the
region. Now British owned, the vineyards here produce a number of delightful
wines, particularly the Ripa Delle More, an award-winning sangiovese/cabernet.
Free tastings are available at the San Jacopo shop (daily 10am—12:30pm and
2:30—6pm; on the SS222 right at the turnoff for the castle). You can arrange a
tour of the cellars and castle if you reserve in advance (usually daily at 11:30am
or 4:30pm; you can choose to have a light lunch with a tasting of some rarer wines
after the tour for 38€ per person). If you really like it here, you can rent rooms,
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stay for a few days, and take one of their cooking or wine appreciation classes
(rooms start at 102€ a night).

Formed from the merger of five vineyards in 1968, Domini Castellare di
Castellina (Poderi Castellare di Castellina, about 2.4km/11/2 miles from Castellina;
T 0577-742903; www.castellare.it; brief tour and tastings for 9€, with a snack
13€) proudly puts out a much lower yield than neighboring wineries, eschewing
the use of pesticides or herbicides and never mixing its local grapes with French or
international strains. I think you'll taste the difference—these wines are quite
prized and difficult to get outside the region. The direct sales outlet is open daily
9am to 1pm and 3 to 7pm (closes at 6pm Fri).

One of Iraly’s top vineyards for the past 300 years, Castello di Brolio %
(B 0577-730220; www.ricasoli.it; 15€ to tour the bottling room with a wine
tasting; daily 9am-noon and 3-6pm; reservations required; 5€ to tour the
grounds, which are closed Fri in winter), a handsome 15th-century castle, was
once owned by the creator of the 20th-century Chianti, the “Iron Baron” Ricasoli
(see above). After a brief interlude during which the Seagrams conglomorate did
its best to ruin the vineyard’s reputation, in 1993 the estate returned to family
hands and is now run by Francesco Ricasoli, the 32nd Barone di Brolio. The tour,
while pricey, is fascinating, and the wines here are exquisite, particularly the
Casalferro, which has won just about ever prize there is. The wine tastes even bet-
ter with a meal at their Osteria del Castello restaurant (& 0577-747277; 18€
for an entree; generally Mar-Oct; hours to be established; AE, MC, V) on the drive-
way to the castle. Or just stop by for a tipple in the Enoteca Monday to Friday
from 9am to 6pm (in summer also Sun 11lam-7pm).

Le Cantine di Greve in Chianti $¢ (Galleria delle Cantine 2, Greve in Chianti;
T 055-8546404; www.lecantine.it; daily 10am-7pm) is the region’s best wine
store—or at least its biggest, with more than 1,000 labels for sale—and a place
where you can taste some 140 different wines at a single sitting (well, you wouldn’t
be able to walk if you did that, but at least you have a choice among that many
wines). You can also sample 20 different olive oils and buy small samples of the
oils, along with salami and sandwiches. For information on each wine, check out
the computer terminals in the shop. They have tasting seminars, plus an interest-
ing corkscrew museum (no, really, it’s interesting).

SIENA

Founded by the Etruscans, and colonized by Rome, Siena rose to power in the
carly Middle Ages as a center of banking and the textile trade, a rival to Florence
in art, commerce, culture, and military might. In 1348, however, the Black Death
dealt Siena a blow from which it never fully recovered. Estimates of those who
perished range as high as 75% of the town’s population. Given sanitary habits at
the time, and some 70,000 corpses in the city, it's a wonder that Siena wasn’t com-
pletely abandoned.

With its art and architecture frozen in time, Siena today offers visitors a wealth
of museums and churches. The town also supports a small university, a fair
amount of shopping, a number of first-rate restaurants, and two pro sports teams,
bringing just enough of a cosmopolitan breeze to freshen up the atmosphere of
the medieval streets and buildings. The town is accessible but has never become
as oversaturated with tourism as Florence, San Gimignano, or Pisa.
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Unlike cramped and crowded Florence, Siena is a pedestrian city, its hilly
streets largely free from the mopeds that menace its Tuscan rival. The Duomo and
the famous campo, the wide and sloping main square guarded by the grand tower
of Palazzo Pubblico, are among the notable architectural achievements of the
region. Art galleries, including the Museo Civico, the Pinacoteca Nazionale, and
the Museo dell'Opera Metropolitana, offer you a chance to enjoy many late
Gothic and early-Renaissance masterpieces.

LAY OF THE LAND

Siena is one of the few major tourist towns where it's more convenient to arrive
by bus than by train, as the train station is nearly 3.2km (2 miles) from the city
center. If you do arrive by train (about a 2-hr. ride from Florence), most city buses
will take you to Piazza Matteotti, just north of the walls. Long-haul bus lines
Tra-in (T 0577-204225; www.trainspa.it) and Sena (that’s “Sena,” not “Siena;”
T 0577-283203; www.senabus.it) connect Florence and Siena in 75 to 95 min-
utes. The buses arrive on the north end of town near the stadium, either in Piazza
San Domenico or just a bit farther north along Via Tozzi/Piazza Gramsci (with
ticket offices in the nearby “La Lizza” underground tunnel).

Siena is a fairly simple drive from Florence (64km/40 miles via the SS2), or
from Rome (193km/120 miles via the A1-326). Whatever you do, do not attempt
to drive into Siena. Sure, as a tourist headed to your hotel, you are allowed to do so
in order to drop off luggage, but the
tangle of narrow one-way streets, the
fact that most of the larger streets on
which you are allowed to drive tend to
be wall-to-wall with people (Sienese
love to passeggiata), and the fact that,
after dropping off your luggage,
you'll have to navigate it all over again

—Henry James, Confidence, 1879 to get back out of town to a legal park-

ing space—it’s just not worth the has-
sle and stress.

Better all around if you park at one of public garages that encircle the histor-
ical center and either haul your luggage on foot or take the minibus into your
hotel. There are eight public parking garages (T 0577-228711; www.siena
parcheggi.com) ringing the historical center, most just inside or outside a city
gate. Each charges 1.60€ per hour or 30€ per day—though most hotels can get
you a 5€ discount. (If you'll be dumping the car for 2-3 days, take advantage of
Siena’s secret parking bargain: the lot down at the train station charges just 2€ for
24 hr., the one out by the Policlinico hospital 2.50€ per day; both are served fre-
quently by buses to the center. There are also free spaces around on the northwest
side of the fortress. These are unguarded, but I've never run into a problem park-
ing there.)

Siena’s tourist office (Piazza del Campo 56; @ 0577-280551; www.siena.
turismo.toscana.it) hands out good free maps. The privately run Info Casato
Viaggi office (Via Casato di Sotto 12, to the right of the palace; & 0577-46091;
www.sienaholiday.com), southeast of the Piazza del Campo, has better free infor-
mation and a helpful staff. They can also book tours and help you find a room.

Siena was a flawless gift of the
Middle Ages to the modern imagi-
nation. No other Italian city could
have been more interesting to an
observer . . .
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The private booking service Siena Hotels Promotion, on the north edge of town
(Piazza Madre Teresa di Calcutta 5; & 0577-288084; www.hotelsiena.com) is also
helpful and good for a free map. It sponsors the Ecco Siena—guided city tour that
leaves at 3pm Monday to Saturday from outside San Domenico church. The 90-
minute tour is only 5€ if you have a coupon from Siena Hotels Promotion or one
of the hotels in town that provide them; otherwise, it’s 15€.

ACCOMMODATIONS, BOTH STANDARD & NOT

€€ Down a steep street down off Piazza San Domenico where the buses let you
off sits the Alma Domus (Via Camporeggio 37; T 0577-44177; cash only), a lodg-
ing that ranks somewhere above a hostel and below a hotel and is run by a cadre
of thoroughly humorless nuns from the Sisterhood of St. Catherine. As you might
imagine from a religious outfit, the rooms are fairly bland, with furnishings a mix
of the modular and the old-fashioned (no TV except in the common room, and
the room phones can only receive calls from the front desk), and there is a lam-
entable 11:30pm curfew. However, to make up for it, doubles cost just 65€, and
many of the rooms have windows (and, in some, balconies) with a drop-dead gor-
geous view of the striped flanks of the Duomo rising on the opposite ridge.
(Unless you're really pinching pennies, if you can’t get a room with that view I'd
say move along and pay a bit more for one of the other options listed here.)

€€ The key word is “simple” when it comes to the central and cheap Albergo
Hotel La Perla (Piazza Indipendenza 25; @ 0577-47144; www.hotellaperlasiena.
com; AE, MC, V). The building (a former palace, though you wouldn’t know it to
look at it) is somewhat somber, and the rooms are very standard, with flowered
bedspreads and tile floors. But it’s only half a block from the Piazza del Campo, so
the location is great and prices start at just 70€ to 80€ for a double. Expect a few
minor downsides to staying here—no phones in the rooms and no elevator (mean-
ing you've got to climb the 32 steep steps to the third floor)—but on the plus side
there is free Internet access in the lobby and Wi-Fi, TV, and A/C in the rooms.

€€ One of the best values in Siena has got to be the 30-room Cannon d’Oro <X
(Via Montanini 28; & 0577-44321; www.cannondoro.com; AE, MC, V), a converted
15th-century palazzo right on the main drag (Via Montanini is a continuation of
Via Banchi di Sopra), with plenty of simple rooms—all with phones and some
with stylish 19th-century furnishings—for just 60€ to 99€ per double.

€€ For rather more charm and an even better location just off Via Banchi di
Sotto, just a few steps from Piazza del Campo, the Piccola Hotel Etruria <X (Via
delle Donzelle 3; @ 0577-288088; www.hoteletruria.com; AE, MC, V) is run with
pride by the Fattorini family. The 13 doubles—split between the main hotel and
a dipendenza annex across the street—cost only 86€ and all rooms have private
bathroom, TV, and A/C. The killer locations and low prices mean it books up
fast, so call ahead. The only big drawback: a 1am curfew (otherwise, they'd get a
second star from me).

€€ One of my favorite small hotels in Tuscany, the Hotel Bernini X<t (Via
della Sapienza 15; & 0577-289047; www.albergobernini.com; cash only; closed
Dec) is a friendly family-run operation in a residential corner of town that boasts
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excellent views of the Duomo from the hallway and a small terrace (a great place
to relax). Other pluses: new bathrooms; clean rooms with very homey, comfort-
able furnishings; and an extremely quiet setting above a convent. Double rooms
with private bathroom go for 85€, without bathroom for 65€. Beginning around
100€ per night, you can also rent one of a couple of well-appointed apartments
(with kitchens) around the corner.

€€-€€€  There are slightly more stylish digs at the Hotel Chiusarelli 9% (Viale
Curtatone 15; @ 0577-280562; www.chiusarelli.com; AE, MC, V), a colonnaded
neoclassical villa just 1 block from the bus station. Rooms are light and airy, with
modern decor and comfortable beds, many with good-size verandas. Double-
room prices are 90€ to 125€, including breakfast. As a bonus, on weekends you
get balcony views of Siena’s soccer team playing in the stadium behind the hotel.
The hotel has a small parking lot, a large restaurant, and an Internet terminal for
guests.

€€-€€£€ (asolare la Vigna (Strada di Fornicchaia 20-22, near Belcaro Castle;
T 0577-283311 or 347-8483956; www.casolarelavigna.it; cash only) is a friendly
family-run agriturismo just 3.5km (2 miles) southwest of town, and a good choice
for those seeking a peaceful hideaway near the city. Their recently refurbished two-
bedroom apartment (converted from an old stable) includes a full kitchen, antique
furnishings, satellite TV, and a washer/dryer, and costs 80€ to 150€ a night—
more during festival time, less in winter. Though it’s not a full-service hotel, there
are many extras. Your hosts will cook meals on request, and also give cooking les-
sons using ingredients from an organic garden behind the house. Daughter Cinzia
Mariotti is a licensed guide who leads city tours and treks into the countryside.
This is one of those rare agriturismi easily accessible even to those not traveling by
car, as there is regular bus service from the house into Siena proper.

DINING FOR ALL TASTES

€-—€€  One of my favorite simple trattorie in town, La Torre (Via Salicotto 7-9;
T 0577-287548; Fri-Wed noon-3pm and 7-10pm; MC, V), also h