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Welcome to Italy

Proudly safeguarding some of the world’s most glorious art, architecture and gastronomy, Italy is a country that inspires and excites. And with local tradition firmly intact in its 20 different regions, variety is clearly the enticing spice of Italian life.

[image: shutterstock_1398075956-jpg]

Positano | IGORZH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Epicentre of the Roman Empire and birthplace of the Renaissance, this flamboyant, sun-kissed virtuoso groans under the weight of its cultural heritage: stand in the presence of Michelangelo’s David and Sistine Chapel frescoes, Botticelli’s Birth of Venus and da Vinci’s The Last Supper, and try not to swoon. This is a country that has more Unesco World Heritage cultural sites than any other and few places marry fine art and life so seamlessly. Italy is both the land of Dante, Titian and Verdi, and the chic home of Prada, chef Gualtiero Marchesi and architect Renzo Piano. Beauty, style and flair furnish every aspect of life, from immaculately knotted ties and perfect cappuccino art to the seductive smiles of strangers. La dolce vita (the sweet life) forms the very root of Italian psychology, which translates as a passionate dedication to living life well and to the indulgent full. So slow down, take note and follow suit.

Italy’s exuberant soul food extends well beyond its art-rich galleries, plates and wardrobes. Its extraordinarily diverse landscapes are a Mother Nature masterpiece demanding exploration. From the north’s glacial lakes and snow-peppered Alps to Tuscany’s hypnotic pea-green vineyards, from the Amalfi Coast’s dazzling big blue to the south’s explosive volcanic craters and turquoise grottoes, this is a place to muck in and get your hands dirty, to ‘do’ with that fantastically fiery, trademark Italianate gusto as well as quietly ‘see’. Go for it.
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Italy’s Top 12




1Rome

Italy’s hot-blooded capital is an inspiring city

Once capital of the world, Rome was legendarily spawned by a wolf-suckled boy, grew to be Europe’s first superpower, became the spiritual centrepiece of the Christian world and is now the repository of more than two millennia of art and architecture. From the Pantheon and the Colosseum to Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel and countless works by Caravaggio, there’s simply too much to see in one visit. So toss a coin in the Trevi Fountain and promise to return.

[image: shutterstockRF_585759065-jpg]

Sistine Chapel | S-F/Shutterstock ©
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Colosseum | Belenos/Shutterstock ©
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2Venice

A city of marble built on a lagoon

A maze of skinny streets and waterways, Venice dances between reality and sheer fantasy. This is a city of ethereal winter fogs, fairy-tale domes and Gothic arches fit for an opera set. But look beyond its sparkling mosaics and brooding Tintorettos to discover another Venice; a city peppered with hidden gardens, sleepy campi (squares) and timeless bacari (small bars) filled with the fizz of prosecco and Venetians’ sing-song local dialect.

[image: shutterstock_90495916-jpg]

Carnevale | FOTOGRAFICHE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstockRF_696042793-jpg]

Grand Canal | YASONYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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3Florence

An exquisite city packed with art

An extraordinary treasure chest of priceless world-class art, the Tuscan capital is where the Renaissance kicked off and giants like Brunelleschi, Michelangelo and Botticelli rewrote the rules of creative expression. The result is a city laden with artistic treasures, blockbuster museums and jewel-box churches, with atmospheric medieval streets and lanes teeming with wine bars, trattorias and chic boutiques.

[image: shutterstock_1256264644-jpg]

Facade of Duomo | ELENA ODAREEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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4Tuscany

A wildly diverse, soulful, earth-driven region

With its lyrical landscapes, world-class art and a superb cucina contadina (farmer’s kitchen), Tuscany is Italy’s most romanticised region, and one tailor-made for fastidious aesthetes. Florence is the main draw, but beyond its flawless Renaissance streetscapes sprawls an undulating landscape of sinuous cypress trees, olive groves and coveted regional treasures, from the Gothic majesty of Siena and Manhattan-esque skyline of medieval San Gimignano to the vineyards of Italy’s most famous wine region, Chianti.

[image: shutterstockRF_727340428-jpg]

Vineyards, Chianti | KOKOPHOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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5Pompeii

Roman city frozen in its death throes

The time-warped ruins of Pompeii hurtle you 2000 years into the past. Wander through chariot-grooved Roman streets, lavishly frescoed villas and bathhouses, food stores and markets, theatres, even an ancient brothel. Then, in the eerie stillness, your eye on ominous Mt Vesuvius, ponder Pliny the Younger’s terrifying account of the town’s final hours: ‘Darkness came on again, again ashes, thick and heavy. We got up repeatedly to shake these off; otherwise we would have been buried and crushed by the weight.’

[image: shutterstock_346668917-jpg]
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6Amalfi Coast

Italy’s most celebrated coastline

This southern coastline is gripping: coastal mountains plunge into blue sea in a vertical scene of precipitous crags, sun-bleached villages and lush woodland. Between sea and sky, mountain hiking trails deliver Tyrrhenian panoramas fit for the gods. Some argue that the peninsula’s most beautiful coast is Liguria’s Cinque Terre or Calabria’s Costa Viola, but it’s the Amalfi Coast that has seduced and inspired countless greats, from Wagner to DH Lawrence.

[image: AWL_CLKAC68973-jpg]

Villa Rufolo, Ravello | CLK/AWL IMAGES LTD ©
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7Naples

Italy’s boisterous southern metropolis

Nowhere else in Italy are people as conscious of their role in the theatre of everyday life as in Naples. And in no other city does daily life radiate such drama and intensity. Naples’ ancient streets are a stage, cast with boisterous matriarchs, bellowing baristi and tongue-knotted lovers. To savour the flavour, dive into one of the city’s markets – loud, lavish operas of fruit vendors, wriggling seafood and the aroma of just-baked sfogliatelle (ricotta pastries).

[image: GettyImages-594468656-jpg]
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8Italian Lakes

The dramatic lakes of northern Italy

If it’s good enough for George Clooney, it’s good enough for mere mortals. Nestled in the shadow of the Rhaetian Alps, dazzling Lago di Como is the most spectacular of the Italian Lakes, its art nouveau villas home to movie moguls, fashion royalty and Arab sheikhs. Over the regional border in Piedmont, Lago Maggiore has been seducing visitors since its heyday as a fashionable belle époque retreat and Ernest Hemingway found inspiration for his WWI romance, A Farewell to Arms.

[image: shutterstock_605574134-jpg]

Gardens of Palazzo Borromeo, Isola Bella | RASTISLAV SEDLAK SK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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9Cinque Terre

Five dramatically picturesque fishing villages

For the sinful inhabitants of the five sherbet-coloured villages of Cinque Terre – Monterosso, Vernazza, Corniglia, Manarola and Riomaggiore – penance involved a hike up the vertiginous cliff side to the sanctuary to appeal for forgiveness. Scale the same trails today through terraced vineyards, and as the heavenly views unfurl, it’s hard to think of a more benign punishment. For those seeking less exertion, hop from one village to the next on the train.

[image: GettyRF_486888468-jpg]

Vernazza | BLUEJAYPHOTO/GETTY IMAGES ©
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Manarola | FOKKE BAARSSEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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10Sardinia

Wild island of peaks and beaches

Words fail to accurately describe the varied blue-green hues of the sea surrounding Sardinia. While models, ministers and tanned celebrities wine, dine and sail along the Costa Smeralda, much of Sardinia remains a wild playground. Slather on sunscreen and explore the island’s rugged coastal beauty, from the hilltop citadel in Cagliari to the caves of Grotta di Nettuno and out-of-this-world beaches.

[image: shutterstock_1134081782-jpg]

Costa Smeralda | TRAVELWILD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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La Pelosa | JENNY STURM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Grotta di Nettuno | AIJAPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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11Sicily

An island of diverse flavours

Sour, spicy and sweet, the flavours of Sicily reflect millennia of cross-cultural influences. From Palermo’s Mercato di Ballarò to Catania’s Pescheria, market stalls burst with local delicacies: Bronte pistachios, briny olives, glistening swordfish and nutty Canestrato cheese. Don’t leave without sampling cannolo or a slice of Sicilian cassata.

[image: shutterstock_1315493171-jpg]

Sicilian cannoli | VINCENZO SCARANTINO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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12Milan

Italy’s financial and fashion capital

The de facto capital of northern Italy wows with its cosmopolitan edge, vibrant cultural scene and sophisticated shopping. The city’s legendary boutiques and dedication to cutting-edge design make for a stylish, forward-looking city. But Milan is not all about models and money; see historic sights including Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper, the immense Duomo and La Scala opera house.

[image: GettyImages-459223865-jpg]

MLENNY/GETTY IMAGES ©
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Need to Know



Currency

Euro (€)




Language

Italian




Visas

Generally not required for stays of up to 90 days (or at all by EU nationals). Some nationalities will need a Schengen visa.




Money

ATMs are widespread in Italy. Major credit cards are widely accepted, but some smaller shops, trattorias and hotels might not take them.




Mobile Phones

Local SIM cards can be used in European, Australian and some unlocked US phones. Other phones must be set to roaming.




Time

Central European Time (GMT/UTC plus one hour)






When to Go

[image: 04-climate-bo-ita3-jpg]

High Season (Jul–Aug)

oQueues at sights and on the road (especially August).

oPrices also rocket for Christmas, New Year and Easter.

oLate December to March is high season in the Alps and Dolomites.

Shoulder (Apr–Jun & Sep–Oct)

oGood deals on accommodation, especially in the south.

oSpring is best for festivals, flowers and local produce.

oAutumn provides warm weather and the grape harvest.

Low Season (Nov–Mar)

oPrices up to 30% lower than in high season.

oMany sights and hotels closed in coastal and mountainous areas.

oA good period for cultural events in large cities.




Daily Costs

Budget Less than €100

oDorm bed: €20–35

oDouble room in a budget hotel: €60–110

oPizza or pasta: €6–15

Midrange €100–250

oDouble room in a hotel: €110–200

oLocal restaurant dinner: €25–45

oAdmission to museum: €4–18

Top end More than €250

oDouble room in a four- or five-star hotel: €200 plus

oTop restaurant dinner: €45–150

oOpera ticket: €40–210




Useful Websites

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/italy) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.

Trenitalia (www.trenitalia.com) Italian railways website.

Agriturismi (www.agriturismi.it) Guide to farm accommodation.

ENIT (www.italia.it) Official Italian government tourism website.

The Local (www.thelocal.it) English-language news from Italy, including travel-related stories.




Opening Hours

Opening hours vary throughout the year. We’ve provided high-season hours, which are generally in use over summer. Summer refers to the period between April and September (or October); winter is October (or November) to March.

Banks 8.30am–1.30pm and 2.45pm–4.30pm Monday to Friday

Bars & cafes 7.30am–8pm, sometimes to 1am or 2am

Clubs 10pm–4am or 5am

Restaurants noon–3pm and 7.30pm–11pm (later in summer)

Shops 9am–1pm and 3.30pm–7.30pm (or 4pm to 8pm) Monday to Saturday. In main cities some shops stay open at lunchtime and on Sunday mornings. Some shops close Monday mornings.




Arriving in Italy

Rome: Fiumicino (Leonardo da Vinci) Airport Express trains (€14) take 30 minutes and run from 6.08am to 11.23pm. Buses (€6 to €6.90) take an hour and operate between 6.05am and 12.40am. Taxis (set fare €48) take 45 to 60 minutes.

Milan: Malpensa Airport Trains (€13) take 50 minutes and run every half hour from 5.37am to 12.20am. Buses (€10) run half-hourly between 3.45am and 12.15am. Taxis (€95 set fare) take 50 minutes.

Venice: Marco Polo Airport Water shuttles (€15) take 45 to 90 minutes from the airport ferry dock. Buses to Piazzale Roma (€8) take 25 minutes and run between 5.20am and 12.50am.

Naples International (Capodichino) Airport Shuttle buses (€5) take 15 to 35 minutes and run between 6am and 11.20pm. Taxis (set fares €18 to €27) take 20 to 35 minutes.




Getting Around

Transport in Italy is affordable and reasonably quick and efficient.

Train Moderately priced, with extensive coverage and frequent departures. High-speed trains connect major cities.

Car Handy for travelling at your own pace and visiting regions with minimal public transport. Not a good idea for travelling in major urban areas.

Bus Cheaper and slower than trains. Useful for mountainous areas and remote towns and villages not served by trains.



For more, see Getting Around
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Architecture

Italy boasts some of the world’s most instantly recognisable buildings, the unrivalled legacy of centuries of master builders, from Roman times to the Renaissance.

[image: GettyRF_903675278-jpg]

Delpixart/getty images ©



Rome

The Italian capital is all about the wonderfully preserved ancient ruins that dot the city centre.




The Colosseum

Take a tour of the world’s best-known Roman site.







Venice

Venice’s palaces and townhouses perched on lagoon islands are a unique spectacle.




Palazzo Ducale

The Gothic home of medieval Venice’s rulers, the doges.







Pisa

Pisa’s Piazza dei Miracoli is one of the world’s most attractive urban spaces.




Leaning Tower

Pisa’s famous tower leans 3.9 degrees off the vertical.









Seaside Fun

With more than 7600km of coastline, it’s little wonder many head to Italy for beach holidays. Escaping the summer crowds is easier than you might imagine.

[image: shutterstock_1449478259-jpg]

travelwild/Shutterstock ©



Sardinia

Italy’s second-biggest island is famous for its kilometres of glorious sandy beaches.




Alghero

Alghero’s curving strand is a short walk from the old town.







Cinque Terre

Possibly Italy’s most picturesque stretch of coastline, the Cinque Terre is made up of five villages.




Monterosso

This village has a gloriously long beach on which to laze.







Amalfi Coast

Turquoise seas and postcard-perfect piazzas await on this famous stretch of Italy’s west coast.




Positano

The Amalfi Coast’s most photogenic town.









Food

No one’s taste buds can fail to be impressed by Italy’s cuisine. From hearty Alpine dishes to the lemons of Sicily, Italy is a place to take your appetite on holiday.

[image: shutterstock_1232063785-jpg]

francesco de marco/Shutterstock ©



Rome

Roman fare is perhaps the most underappreciated of all Italy’s cuisines but is a vital piece in the jigsaw.




Tripe

The capital’s signature dish, mostly eaten on Saturdays.







Tuscany

Meat, herbs and olive oil come together in Tuscany to create some of the country’s finest dishes.




Bistecca alla fiorentina

This Florence steak is served in slabs ‘three fingers thick’.







Naples

The southern sun and volcanic soils combine to produce ingredients such as citrus fruits and tomatoes.




Pizza

Naples is best-known for its thick-crust margherita pizza.









Art

Art lovers should make at least one pilgrimage in their lives to Italy, the epicentre of ancient and Renaissance art and home to some of the planet’s most celebrated works.

[image: shutterstock_782356411-jpg]

legacy1995/Shutterstock ©







Florence

A feast of art awaits in the home of the Renaissance, where galleries are packed with the finest works.




Uffizi Gallery

Iconic masterpieces in a 16th-century palazzo (mansion).







The Vatican

The Vatican possesses a huge collection of artworks, displayed in several museums.




Sistine Chapel

Michelangelo famously painted this chapel’s ceiling.







Milan

The northern metropolis isn’t all about fashion – the city also boasts an impressive collection of art.




The Last Supper

One of da Vinci’s most viewed works, painted in the 1490s.
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Essential Italy


Activities

Blessed with mountains, lakes and 7600km of coastline, Italy is a giant, pulse-racing playground. Be it skiing in the Alps, hiking in the Dolomites, white-water rafting in Calabria or cycling in Tuscany, Madre Natura (Mother Nature) has you covered. In Italy’s many stylish towns and cities, joining urbanite locals for an atmospheric, late-afternoon stroll along the main shopping strip or cafe-laced street during their ritual passeggiata is an absolute must.

[image: GettyImages-930748064-jpg]

Hiking to Manarola, Cinque Terre | ELLOBO1/GETTY IMAGES ©




Shopping

Italy is behind some of the world’s most coveted fashion, design, crafts and culinary products, making shopping here richly rewarding. Murano (Venice) is famed for its glassware, Como for its silk, Florence for its handmade leather goods and the Amalfi Coast for majolica ceramics. Beware of cheaper foreign imitations; they are inauthentic and threaten Italy’s rich artisan traditions. Local food markets – like Rome’s farmers market Mercato Campagna Amica al Circo Massimo behind the Roman Forum, Catania’s raucous fish market, Florence’s Mercato Centrale or the Rialto Market in Venice – are the finest sources for fruity olive oil, salami, winter truffles, seasonal fruit and other delicious grassroots edibles.




Eating

You never really know Italians until you’ve broken a crusty pagnotta (loaf of bread) with them – and once you’ve arrived in Italy, jump at any opportunity to do just that. One of the world’s most revered cuisines, Italian food is a handy umbrella term for the country’s cache of regional cuisines. Together they reflect Italy’s extraordinary geographic and cultural diversity. The common thread is an indelible link between food and the locals’ sense of identity. From the quality of the produce to the reverence for tradition and the season, eating here is all about passion, pride and godere la vita (enjoying life). No wonder that the global Slow Food movement, now known the world over, was born in a small town called Bra in Piedmont, Italy.

[image: shutterstock_676279021-jpg]

Street dining, Rome | Catarina Belova/Shutterstock ©




Drinking & Nightlife

Historical cafes, cosy enoteche (wine bars) and trendy cocktail and craft-beer hotspots: Italy’s drinking venues are diverse and multipurpose. Quiet daytime cafes or on-trend specialist coffee shops might transform into buzzing evening bars with bands or DJ-spun tunes come dark, while wine bars are often just as popular for their food. Indeed, for most Italians, consuming alcohol goes hand in hand with an enticing and irresistible food pairing, be it pre-dinner aperitivo snacks, good-value apericena (meal-sized snacks) or a full-blown meal lasting several delicious hours.




Entertainment

Whether you’re hankering for theatre at an ancient amphitheatre, arias at a gilded opera house, or nail-biting football matches at a famous stadio (stadium), Italy delivers. Summer is an especially lively time for alfresco arts events and festivals, among them Naples’ Napoli Teatro Festival Italia, and the Ravello Festival on the Amalfi Coast. In the capital, Estate Romana raises the curtain on music, dance and film events at evocative venues citywide, while nightly crowds converge along the banks of the River Tiber during June’s street carnival-esque Lungo il Tevere.


o[image: star] Best Local Trattorias

Trattoria Mario, Florence

Trattoria Da Cesare al Casaletto, Rome

Da Ettore, Naples

Re di Macchia, Tuscany

Trattoria dal Billy, Cinque Terre
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January


z[image: festivals] Regata della Befana


Witches in Venice don’t ride brooms: they row boats. Venice celebrates Epiphany on 6 January with the Regatta of the Witches, complete with a fleet of brawny men dressed in their finest befana (witch) drag.

[image: HGADC1-jpg]

Regata della Befana Venice | STEFANO MAZZOLA/AWAKENING/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


o[image: star]Best Festivals

Settimana Santa, March–April

La Biennale di Venezia, May–November

Estate Romana, July–October

Il Palio di Siena, July & August

Truffle Season, November






2[image: activities] Ski Italia


Italy’s top ski resorts are in the northern Alps and the Dolomites, but you’ll also find resorts in Friuli, the Apennines, Le Marche and even Sicily. The best months of the season are January and February.






February


z[image: festivals] Carnevale


In the period leading up to Ash Wednesday, many Italian towns stage pre-Lenten carnivals, with whimsical costumes, confetti and festive treats. Venice’s Carnevale (www.carnevale.venezia.it) is the most famous, while Viareggio’s version (htpp://viareggio.ilcarnevale.com) is well known for its giant papier-mâché floats.






March


z[image: festivals] Settimana Santa


The pope leads a candlelit procession to the Colosseum on Good Friday and blesses from St Peter’s Square on Easter Sunday. Fireworks explode in Florence’s Piazza del Duomo, with notable processions taking place in Procida and Sorrento, Taranto, Trapani and Iglesias.




3[image: entertainment] Taste


For three days in March, gourmands flock to Florence for Taste (www.pittimmagine.com), a bustling food fair held inside industrial-sleek Stazione Leopolda. The program includes culinary-themed talks, cooking demonstrations and the chance to sample food, coffee and liquor from more than 300 Italian artisan producers.






April


z[image: festivals] Settimana del Tulipano


Tulips erupt in spectacular bloom during the Week of the Tulip, held at Lago Maggiore’s Villa Taranto in Verbania; the dahlia path and dogwood are also in bloom in what is considered one of Europe’s finest botanical gardens.




3[image: entertainment] Maggio Musicale Fiorentino


Established in 1933, Italy’s oldest art festival brings world-class performances of theatre, classical music, jazz, opera and dance to Florence’s opera house and other venues across the city.




2[image: activities] Sciacchetrail


Runners from around the world flock to Italy’s mythical Cinque Terre for this challenging 47km race along a cliff-edge trail past terraced vineyards and iconic villages. Wine tastings and other events inspired by the area’s famed Sciacchetrà wine are an integral part of the weekend.






May


1[image: sights] La Biennale di Venezia


Europe’s premier arts showcase is actually held annually, though the spotlight alternates between art (odd-numbered years) and architecture (even-numbered years).






June


3[image: entertainment] Napoli Teatro Festival Italia


Naples celebrates all things performative with one month of theatre, dance and literary events.






July


z[image: festivals] Il Palio di Siena


Daredevils in tights thrill the crowds with this chaotic bareback horse race around Siena’s world-famous medieval piazza. Preceding the race is a dashing medieval-costume parade.

[image: GettyImages-990037724-jpg]

Il Palio di Siena | Awakening/Getty Images ©




z[image: festivals] Ravello Festival


Perched high above the Amalfi Coast, Ravello draws world-renowned artists during its eponymous festival, and covers everything from music and dance to film and art exhibitions. Several events take place in the beautiful gardens of Villa Rufolo.




3[image: entertainment] Estate Romana


Rome puts on a summer calendar of events that turn the city into an outdoor stage. Dubbed Estate Romana, the program encompasses music, dance, literature and film, with events staged in some of Rome’s most evocative venues.






August


z[image: festivals] Ferragosto


After Christmas and Easter, Ferragosto, on 15 August, is Italy’s biggest holiday. It marks the Feast of the Assumption, but even before Christianity the Romans honoured their gods on Feriae Augusti. Naples celebrates with particular fervour.




3[image: entertainment] Venice International Film Festival


The Venice International Film Festival is one of the world’s most prestigious silver-screen events. Held at the Lido from late August to early September, it draws the international film glitterati with its red-carpet premieres and paparazzi glamour.






September


z[image: festivals] Regata Storica


In early September, gondoliers in period dress work those biceps in Venice’s Regata Storica. Period boats are followed by gondola and other boat races along the Grand Canal.




6[image: entertainment] Expo del Chianti Classico


There is no finer opportunity to taste Tuscany’s Chianti Classico than at the annual Chianti Classico Expo, in Greve in Chianti on the second weekend in September.




z[image: festivals] Venice Glass Week


This Venetian festival showcases the work of Murano’s finest glass-blowers. The week-long event also offers visitors a peek into what were previously off-limits furnaces.






October


3[image: entertainment] Romaeuropa


Top international artists take to the stage for Rome’s premier festival of theatre, opera and dance, held at venues across the city.






November


3[image: entertainment] Opera Season


Italy is home to four of the world’s great opera houses: La Scala (Milan), La Fenice (Venice), Teatro San Carlo (Naples) and Teatro Massimo (Palermo). The season traditionally runs from mid-October to March, although La Scala opens on St Ambrose Day (7 December).




3[image: entertainment] Truffle Season


From the Piedmontese towns of Alba (www.fieradeltartufo.org) and Asti, to Tuscany’s San Miniato and Le Marche’s Acqualagna, November is prime truffle time, with local truffle fairs, events and music.






December


z[image: festivals] Natale


The weeks preceding Christmas are studded with religious events. Many churches set up nativity scenes known as presepi. Naples is especially famous for these. On Christmas Eve the pope serves midnight mass in St Peter’s Square.




7[image: entertainment] Weihnachtsmarkt


Merano’s Weihnachtsmarkt (late November to Epiphany on 6 January) is one of Italy’s best Christmas markets, with live music, ice skating, and stalls selling roasted chestnuts, mulled wine and other seasonal treats.












Plan Your Trip
Get Inspired


Read

The Italians (Luigi Barzini; 1964) Barzini’s revealing portrait of the Italian character is a modern classic.

The Leopard (Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa; 1958) Masterpiece about tumultuous 19th-century changes.

My Brilliant Friend (Elena Ferrante; 2012) The first of Ferrante’s bestselling novels about two Neapolitan friends.

Gomorrah (Roberto Saviano; 2006) Unputdownable epic about the Neapolitan camorra (mafia).

History (Elsa Morante; 1974) War, sexual violence and a mother’s struggles define this controversial novel.




Watch

La Dolce Vita (1960) Federico Fellini’s tale of hedonism, celebrity and suicide in 1950s Rome.

Ladri di Biciclette (Bicycle Thieves; 1948) Postwar Rome sets the stage for Vittorio De Sica’s poignant masterpiece.

La Vita è Bella (Life Is Beautiful; 1997) Comedy-drama film set during WWII, shot in Arezzo and starring Roberto Benigni.

La Grande Bellezza (The Great Beauty; 2013) Paolo Sorrentino’s homage to the Eternal City.

Lost in Florence (2017) Romantic comedy starring a heartbroken American who falls in love with Florence’s ancient sport calcio storico – and another girl.




Listen

La Traviata (1955) Diva Maria Callas embodies Verdi’s fallen woman in La Scala’s production by film-maker Luchino Visconti.

Crêuza de mä (Fabrizio De André) Bob Dylan–style poetry in Genovese dialect.

Mina (Mina) Bestselling album from Italy’s foremost female rocker.

Stato di Necessità (Carmen Consoli) Guitar riffs and soulful lyrics from Sicily’s favourite singer-songwriter.

Suburb (’A67) Neapolitan rock-crossover group ’A67 collaborate with antimafia activists.



[image: shutterstock_1540702385-jpg]

Milan’s Teatro alla Scala | POSZTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©








Plan Your Trip
Five-Day Itineraries


A Slice of the South

Sample the best of Italy’s sun-kissed south on this five-day trip from Naples to Sicily. Naples’ fiery streets and majestic sights will warm you up for the road ahead, which takes in amazing ancient ruins and brooding volcanoes, as well as sublime food at every turn.
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Milan & The Italian Lakes

Formed at the end of the last ice age, and a popular holiday spot since Roman times, the Italian Lakes have an enduring, beguiling beauty. By contrast, Milan is all about the urban pleasures of fashion shopping and restaurant hopping.

[image: 09-milan-lakes-itin-bo-ita3-jpg]
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10-Day Itinerary

Rome to the Lakes

This 10-day road trip through central and northern Italy offers a vivid snapshot of the country’s beauty. From Rome’s ancient wonders to Tuscan treasures, a spectacular stretch of coastline and the far north’s romantic lakes, it’s a spellbinding journey.

[image: 09-rome-lakes-itin-bo-ita3-jpg]

[image: shutterstock_403538707-jpg]

NOPPASIN WONGCHUM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_750112189-jpg]

ARIADNA DE RAADT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstockRF_622809305-jpg]

PITK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





Two Week Itinerary


Classic Cities

Taking in much of the boot, this two-week tour of Italy’s greatest hits leads from Milan to the Amalfi Coast by way of the country’s headline cities. On the way you’ll encounter artistic masterpieces, inspiring cityscapes and stunning natural scenery.
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Plan Your Trip
Family Travel


Italy For Kids

Italian family travels divide into two camps: urban and rural. Cities in Italy are second to none in extraordinary sights and experiences, and with the aid of audioguides and some inventive tours, parents can find kid-appeal in almost every attraction.

Away from urban areas the pace slows and good, old-fashioned fresh air kicks in. Sandcastles, sea swimming and easy beachside ambles are natural elements of coastal travel, while mountains and lakes inland demand immediate outdoor action from kids aged five and over.

[image: GettyImages-458098907-jpg]

Mt Etna | PHILLDANZE/GETTY IMAGES ©




Best Regions for Families

Rome & Lazio Ancient Roman ruins and world-class museums make Rome interesting for older children.

Naples & Campania Gold for every age: subterranean ruins in Naples, gladiator battlefields in Pompeii and Herculaneum, and natural high drama – think volcanoes, thermal pools and coastal caves.

Puglia, Basilicata & Calabria Beautiful seaside scapes and towns, islands loaded with swashbuckling adventure and an unembellished cuisine most kids love.

Sicily Volcano climbing for sporty teens and beachside fun for sand-loving tots, alongside ancient ruins, hilltop castles and a traditional 18th-century puppet theatre to inspire and entertain all ages.

Sardinia Alfresco paradise overflowing with dazzling beaches, water-sports action, horse riding and scenic hikes suitable for all ages and abilities.

Trento & the Dolomites Ski or snowboard in some of Italy’s best family-friendly winter ski resorts. Summer ushers in mountain hiking and biking for all ages.




Family Dining

Children are welcomed in most eateries, especially in casual trattorias and osterie – often family-owned with indulgent waiters. A menù bambini (children’s menu) is fairly common. It’s also acceptable to order a mezzo piatto (half-portion) or a simple plate of pasta.

Italian families eat late. Few restaurants open their doors before 7.30pm or 8pm, making pizzerias – many open early – more appealing for families with younger children. High chairs are occasionally available.




Family-Friendly Accommodation

Italy’s down-to-earth agriturismi (rural farm stays) are perfect for families: think self-catering facilities, green space to play around in and stacks of outdoor activities alongside traditional rural pastimes such as olive picking, feeding the black pig, making bread in ancient stone ovens and cultivating saffron. In southern Italy, kids enjoy accommodation in circular whitewashed trulli and often luxurious masserias (working farms). In cities and towns countrywide, family and four-person rooms can be hard to find so book in advance. Increasingly, boutique B&Bs offer family rooms and/or self-catering apartments suited to families.

[image: shutterstock_1031328433-jpg]

Costumed centurions outside the Colosseum | PiercarloAbate/Shutterstock ©




Need to Know

Baby formula and sterilising solution Available at all pharmacies.

Disposable nappies (diapers) Buy at supermarkets or pharmacies.

High chairs Available at some restaurants.

Change facilities Only really at airports and state-of-the-art museums.

Cots Request ahead at hotels.

Strollers Bring your own.

Infant car seats Reserve at car-rental firms.


o[image: star]Best Destinations For Kids
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ROME
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St Peter’s Basilica

Vatican Museums

Pantheon
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Rome at a Glance…



A heady mix of haunting ruins, breathtaking art, vibrant street life and incredible food, Italy’s hot-blooded capital is one of the world’s most romantic and inspiring cities. Ancient icons such as the Colosseum, Roman Forum and Pantheon recall the city’s golden age as caput mundi (capital of the world), while monumental basilicas testify to the role that great popes have played in its history. And Rome’s astonishing artistic heritage is almost unrivalled. A walk around the centre will have you encountering masterpieces by the giants of Western art: sculptures by Michelangelo, canvases by Caravaggio, frescoes by Raphael and fountains by Bernini.
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Rome in Two Days

Start early at the Colosseum, followed by the Palatino and Roman Forum. End the day in the centro storico (historic centre), not missing Piazza Navona and the Pantheon. Day two, hit the Vatican Museums and St Peter’s Basilica. Mellow out afterwards with the Spanish Steps and Trevi Fountain. End with sunset on Piazza del Quirinale and dinner at Pianostrada.




Rome in Four Days

Spend day three exploring Villa Borghese – book ahead for the Museo e Galleria Borghese. End the day with dinner at Hostaria Romana. Next day, admire classical art at the Capitoline Museums and explore the basilicas on the Esquiline. See the evening out at La Barrique, and have drinks in boho Monti, or hipster Trastevere: Da Enzo is a great spot for a classic trattoria dinner.





Arriving in Rome

Leonardo da Vinci (Fiumicino) Airport Leonardo Express trains to Stazione Termini 6.08am to 11.23pm, €14; slower FL1 trains to Trastevere, Ostiense and Tiburtina stations 5.57am to 10.42pm, €8; buses to Stazione Termini 6.05am to 12.40am, €6 to €6.90.

Ciampino Airport Buses to Stazione Termini 4am to 12.15am, €6; private transfers €25 per person.

Stazione Termini Airport buses and most trains arrive at Stazione Termini.



[image: shutterstockRF_1302445522-jpg]

Fontana dei Quattro Fiumi, Piazza Navona | KIRK FISHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Where to Stay

Rome is expensive and busy; book ahead to secure the best deal. Accommodation ranges from palatial five-star hotels to hostels, B&Bs, pensioni and private rooms. Hostels are the cheapest, with dorm beds and private rooms: around Stazione Termini several budget hotels also offer ‘dorm beds’, meaning you can book a bed in a shared double, triple or quad hotel room. B&Bs and hotels cover every style and price range.

For more information about, see where to stay.








TOP EXPERIENCE
Colosseum


A monument to raw, merciless power, the Colosseum is the most thrilling of Rome’s ancient sights. It was here that gladiators met in mortal combat and condemned prisoners fought off wild beasts in front of baying, bloodthirsty crowds. Two thousand years on and it’s Italy’s top tourist attraction, drawing more than seven million visitors a year.

[image: 11-colosseum-te-bo-ita3-jpg]





Great for…
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

The Belvedere (top three tiers) and the hypogeum; advance booking required (€9 or €15 for both).






[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

Colosseo; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%06 3996 7700; www.parcocolosseo.it; Piazza del Colosseo; adult/reduced incl Roman Forum & Palatino €12/7.50, SUPER Ticket €18/13.50; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-1hr before sunset; [image: icon-metrogif]mColosseo




5[image: eating] Take a Break

Enjoy a glass of wine with cheese and cured meats at historic wine bar Cavour 313 (map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%06 678 54 96; www.cavour313.it; Via Cavour 313; [image: icon-hoursgif]h12.30-2.45pm daily & 6-11.30pm Mon-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat, 7-11pm Sun, closed Aug; [image: icon-metrogif]mCavour).




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Beat the queues: buy your ticket at the Palatino (Via di San Gregorio 30).
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Built by Vespasian (r AD 69−79) in the grounds of Nero’s vast Domus Aurea complex, the arena was inaugurated in AD 80. To mark the occasion, Vespasian’s son and successor Titus (r AD 79−81) staged games lasting 100 days and nights, during which 5000 animals were slaughtered. Trajan (r AD 98−117) later topped this, holding a marathon 117-day killing spree involving 9000 gladiators and 10,000 animals.

The 50,000-seat arena was originally known as the Flavian Amphitheatre, and although it was Rome’s most fearsome arena it wasn’t the biggest – the Circo Massimo could hold up to 250,000 people. The name Colosseum, when introduced in medieval times, was a reference not to its size but to the Colosso di Nerone, a giant statue of Nero that stood nearby.

With the fall of the Roman Empire in the 5th century, the Colosseum was abandoned and became overgrown. In the Middle Ages it served as a fortress for two of the city’s warrior families, the Frangipani and the Annibaldi. Later, during the Renaissance and baroque periods, it was plundered of its precious travertine; marble stripped from it was used to build palaces such as Palazzo Venezia, Palazzo Barberini and Palazzo Cancelleria.

More recently, pollution and vibrations caused by traffic and the metro have taken a toll. To help counter this, it was given a major clean-up between 2014 and 2016, the first in its 2000-year history, as part of an ongoing €25-million restoration project sponsored by luxury shoemaker Tod’s.



Exterior

The outer walls have three levels of arches, framed by Ionic, Doric and Corinthian columns. These were originally covered in travertine, and marble statues filled the niches on the 2nd and 3rd storeys. The upper level, punctuated with windows and slender Corinthian pilasters, had supports for 240 masts holding up a huge canvas awning over the arena, shielding spectators from sun and rain. The 80 entrance arches, known as vomitoria, allowed the spectators to enter and be seated in a matter of minutes.

[image: shutterstock_1379736500-jpg]

Flavian Amphitheatre | PAOLA LEONE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Arena

The stadium originally had a wooden floor covered in sand to prevent combatants from slipping and to soak up spilt blood. From the floor, trapdoors led down to the hypogeum, a subterranean complex of corridors, cages and lifts beneath the arena floor.




Stands

The cavea, for spectator seating, was divided into three tiers: magistrates and senior officials sat in the lowest tier, wealthy citizens in the middle, and the plebeians in the highest tier. Women (except for vestal virgins) were relegated to the cheapest sections at the top. As in modern stadiums, tickets were numbered and spectators assigned a seat in a specific sector. The podium, a terrace in front of the tiered seating, was for the emperor, senators and VIPs.




Hypogeum

The dank tunnel network of the hypogeum beneath the main arena served as the stadium’s backstage area. Stage sets were prepared here and combatants – both human and animal – would gather before showtime. Gladiators entered from the nearby Ludus Magnus (gladiator school) via an underground corridor, while a second tunnel, the Passaggio di Commodo (Passage of Commodus), allowed the emperor to arrive without having to pass through the crowds.

To hoist people, animals and scenery up to the arena, the hypogeum was equipped with a sophisticated network of 80 winch-operated lifts, all controlled by a single pulley system.








TOP EXPERIENCE
St Peter’s Basilica


In a city of outstanding churches, none holds a candle to St Peter’s, Italy’s largest and most spectacular basilica. It safeguards spectacular works of art, including three of Italy’s most celebrated masterpieces.

[image: 11-st-peters-basilica-te-bo-ita3-jpg]





Great for…
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[image: dont-miss]yDon’t Miss

Climbing the (numerous, steep and tiring but worth it) steps of the dome for views over Rome.






[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

Basilica di San Pietro; [image: icon-phonegif]%06 6988 3731; www.vatican.va; St Peter’s Sq; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-7pm Apr-Sep, to 6pm Oct-Mar; [image: icon-busgif]gPiazza del Risorgimento, [image: icon-metrogif]mOttaviano-San Pietro [image: icon-free]F




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

For a salad or tasty panino hit organic takeaway Fa-Bìo.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Strict dress codes are enforced: no shorts, miniskirts or bare shoulders.
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The original church was commissioned by the Emperor Constantine and built around 349 on the site where St Peter is said to have been buried between AD 64 and 67. Like many medieval churches, it fell into disrepair and it wasn’t until the mid-15th century that it was restored, first by Pope Nicholas V and then, more successfully, by Julius II.

In 1506 construction began on a design by Bramante, but building ground to a halt when the architect died in 1514. In 1547 Michelangelo took on the project, simplifying Bramante’s plans and creating designs for what would become his greatest architectural achievement: the dome. But he didn’t live to see it built: Giacomo della Porta, Domenico Fontana and Carlo Maderno completed the basilica, which was finally consecrated in 1626.




Facade

Built between 1608 and 1612, Maderno’s immense facade is 48m high and 115m wide. Eight 27m-high columns support the upper attic on which 13 statues stand representing Christ the Redeemer, St John the Baptist and 11 of the 12 Apostles. The central balcony, the Loggia della Benedizione, is where the pope stands to deliver his Urbi et Orbi blessing at Christmas and Easter.

[image: shutterstock_1480008263-jpg]

Statue on roof of St Peter’s Basilica | PETRA NOWACK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Interior

At the beginning of the right aisle is Michelangelo’s hauntingly beautiful Pietà. Sculpted when the artist was 25 (in 1499), it’s the only work he ever signed; his signature is etched into the sash across the Madonna’s breast. On a pillar just beyond the Pietà, Carlo Fontana’s gilt and bronze monument to Queen Christina of Sweden commemorates the far-from-holy Swedish monarch who converted to Catholicism in 1655.

Moving on, you’ll come to the Cappella di San Sebastiano, home of Pope John Paul II’s tomb, and the Cappella del Santissimo Sacramento, a sumptuously decorated baroque chapel.

Dominating the centre of the basilica is Bernini’s 29m-high baldachin. Supported by four spiral columns and made with bronze taken from the Pantheon, it stands over the papal altar, which itself stands over St Peter’s original grave. Above the baldachin, Michelangelo’s dome soars to a height of 119m. Based on Brunelleschi’s cupola in Florence, it’s supported by four massive stone piers named after the saints whose statues adorn the Bernini-designed niches – Longinus, Helena, Veronica and Andrew.

At the base of the Pier of St Longinus is Arnolfo di Cambio’s much-loved 13th-century bronze statue of St Peter, whose right foot has been worn down by centuries of caresses.


Dominating the tribune behind the altar is Bernini’s extraordinary Cattedra di San Pietro, centred on a wooden seat that was once thought to have been St Peter’s, but in fact dates to the 9th century.

Right of the throne, Bernini’s monument to Urban VIII depicts the pope flanked by Charity and Justice.

Near the head of the left aisle are the so-called Stuart monuments. On the right is the monument to Clementina Sobieska, wife of James Stuart, by Filippo Barigioni, and on the left is Canova’s vaguely erotic monument to the last three members of the Stuart clan, the pretenders to the English throne who died in exile in Rome.




Dome

From the dome (with/without lift €10/8; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Oct-Mar) entrance on the right of the basilica’s main portico, you can walk the 551 steps to the top or take a small lift halfway and then follow on foot for the last 320 steps. Either way, it’s a long, steep climb. But the top rewards with stunning views.

[image: shutterstockRF_691929007-jpg]

Interior view of dome | BILL PERRY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Museo Storico Artistico

Accessed from the left nave, the Museo Storico Artistico (Tesoro; €5 incl audioguide; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6.10pm Apr-Sep, to 5.10pm Oct-Mar, last entrance 30min before closing), or Treasury, sparkles with sacred relics. Highlights include a tabernacle by Donatello and the 6th-century Crux Vaticana (Vatican Cross).




Vatican Grottoes

Extending beneath the basilica, the Vatican Grottoes ([image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-5pm Apr-Sep, to 4pm Oct-Mar) [image: icon-free]F contain the tombs and sarcophagi of numerous popes, as well as several columns from the original 4th-century basilica. The entrance is in the Pier of St Andrew.




St Peter’s Tomb

Excavations beneath the basilica have uncovered part of the original church and what archaeologists believe is the Tomb of St Peter (€13). Visits are by guided tour.


[image: dont-miss]y Free Tours

In October to late May, free two-hour basilica tours in English are run by seminarians from the Pontifical North American College (www.pnac.org), usually departing 2.15pm Monday, Wednesday and Friday from the Ufficio Pellegrini e Turisti ([image: icon-phonegif]%06 6988 1662; www.vatican.va; St Peter’s Sq; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-6.30pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-busgif]gPiazza del Risorgimento, [image: icon-metrogif]mOttaviano-San Pietro).






What’s Nearby?


St Peter’s SquarePiazza

(Piazza San Pietro)


Overlooked by St Peter’s Basilica, the Vatican’s central square was laid out between 1656 and 1667 to a design by Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Seen from above, it resembles a giant keyhole with two semicircular colonnades, each consisting of four rows of Doric columns, encircling a giant ellipse that straightens out to funnel believers into the basilica. The effect was deliberate – Bernini described the colonnades as representing ‘the motherly arms of the church’.





Castel Sant’AngeloMuseum, Castle

([image: icon-phonegif]%06 681 91 11; www.castelsantangelo.beniculturali.it; Lungotevere Castello 50; adult/reduced €14/7, free 1st Sun of the month Oct-Mar; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7.30pm, ticket office to 6.30pm; [image: icon-busgif]gPiazza Pia)


With its chunky round keep, this castle is an instantly recognisable landmark. Built as a mausoleum for the emperor Hadrian, it was converted into a papal fortress in the 6th century and named after an angelic vision that Pope Gregory the Great had in 590. Nowadays, it houses the Museo Nazionale di Castel Sant’Angelo and its eclectic collection of paintings, sculpture, military memorabilia and medieval firearms.





[image: top-tip]o Local Knowledge

Near the main entrance, a red floor disk marks the spot where Charlemagne and later Holy Roman Emperors were crowned by the pope.







TOP EXPERIENCE
Vatican Museums


Founded in the 16th century, the Vatican Museums boast one of the world’s greatest art collections. Highlights include spectacular classical statuary, rooms frescoed by Raphael, and the Michelangelo-decorated Sistine Chapel.

[image: 11-vatican-museums-te-bo-ita3-jpg]





Great for…

h v A




[image: dont-miss]yDon’t Miss

Raphael’s last painting, La Trasfigurazione (Transfiguration), in the Pinacoteca.






[image: need-to-know]8Need to Know

Musei Vaticani; [image: icon-phonegif]%06 6988 4676; www.museivaticani.va; Viale Vaticano; adult/reduced €17/8; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm last Sun of month, last entry 2hr before close; [image: icon-busgif]gPiazza del Risorgimento, [image: icon-metrogif]mOttaviano-San Pietro




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

Snack on scissor-cut squares of gourmet pizza at Bonci Pizzarium.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

To avoid queues, book tickets online (http://biglietteriamusei.vatican.va/musei/tickets/do; plus €4 booking fee).
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This vast, 5.5-hectare complex of lavishly decorated halls and galleries consists of two palaces – the Vatican palace (nearer to St Peter’s) and the Palazzetto di Belvedere – joined by two long galleries. Inside are three courtyards: Cortile della Pigna, Cortile della Biblioteca and (south) Cortile del Belvedere. It’s impossible to cover it all in one day, so be selective.


Pinacoteca

The papal picture gallery contains Raphael’s last work, La Trasfigurazione (Transfiguration; 1517–20), completed by his students after his death in 1520. There are also paintings by Giotto, Fra Angelico, Filippo Lippi, Perugino, Titian and Caravaggio. Leonardo da Vinci’s haunting San Gerolamo (St Jerome; c 1480) is unfinished.

[image: shutterstock_1370378702-jpg]

Galleria delle Carte Geographiche | KIEV.VICTOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Museo Chiaramonti & Braccio Nuovo

This ‘museum’ is effectively the long corridor that runs down the eastern side of the Palazzetto di Belvedere. Its walls are lined with thousands of statues and busts representing everything from immortal gods to playful cherubs and unattractive Roman patricians. Near the end of the hall, off to the right, is the Braccio Nuovo (New Wing), home to a famous statue of the Nile as a reclining god covered by 16 babies.




Museo Pio-Clementino

This stunning museum contains some of the Vatican Museums’ finest classical statuary, including the peerless Apollo Belvedere and the 1st-century Laocoön, both in the Cortile Ottagono (Octagonal Courtyard). Before you go into the courtyard, take a moment to admire the 1st-century Apoxyomenos, one of the earliest known sculptures to depict a figure with a raised arm.

To the left as you enter the courtyard, the Apollo Belvedere is a 2nd-century Roman copy of a 4th-century-BC Greek bronze. A beautifully proportioned representation of the sun god Apollo, it’s considered one of the great masterpieces of classical sculpture. Nearby, the Laocoön depicts the mythical death of the Trojan priest who warned his fellow citizens not to take the wooden horse left by the Greeks.

Back inside, the Sala degli Animali is filled with sculpted creatures and 4th-century mosaics. Continuing, the Sala delle Muse, centred on the Torso Belvedere, is another must-see. A fragment of a muscular 1st-century-BC Greek sculpture, it was found in Campo de’ Fiori and used by Michelangelo as a model for his Sistine Chapel male nudes.


The next room, the Sala Rotonda, contains a number of colossal statues, including a gilded-bronze Ercole (Hercules) and an exquisite floor mosaic. The enormous basin situated in the centre of the room was found at Nero’s Domus Aurea and is made out of a single piece of red porphyry stone.




Museo Gregoriano Egizio

Founded by Gregory XVI in 1839, this museum contains pieces that were taken from Egypt during Roman times. The collection is small but there are fascinating exhibits, including a fragmented statue of the pharaoh Ramses II on his throne, vividly painted sarcophagi dating from around 1000 BC, and a macabre mummy.




Museo Gregoriano Etrusco

At the top of the 18th-century Simonetti staircase, this museum displays artefacts unearthed in the Etruscan tombs of northern Lazio, as well as a superb collection of vases and Roman antiquities. In Room III admire the Marte di Todi (Mars of Todi), a black bronze of a warrior dating to the late 5th century BC.




Galleria delle Carte Geografiche & Sala Sobieski

The last of three upper-floor galleries – the other two are the Galleria dei Candelabri (Gallery of the Candelabra) and the Galleria degli Arazzi (Tapestry Gallery) – this 120m-long corridor is hung with 40 huge topographical maps. They were created between 1580 and 1583 for Pope Gregory XIII based on drafts by Ignazio Danti, a leading cartographer of the day. Beyond, the Sala Sobieski is named after an enormous 19th-century painting depicting Polish king John III Sobieski’s victory over the Turks in 1683.


[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Exhibits are simply labelled: hire an audioguide (€8) or buy the excellent Guide to the Vatican Museums and City (€13).






Stanze di Raffaello

These four frescoed chambers, currently undergoing partial restoration, were part of Pope Julius II’s private apartments. Raphael himself painted the Stanza della Segnatura (1508–11) and the Stanza d’Eliodoro (1512–14), while the Stanza dell’Incendio (1514–17) and Sala di Costantino (1517–24) were decorated by students following his designs.

The first room you come to, the Sala di Costantino, features a huge fresco depicting Constantine’s defeat of Maxentius at the battle of Milvian Bridge.

The Stanza d’Eliodoro, used for the pope’s private audiences, takes its name from the Cacciata d’Eliodoro (Expulsion of Heliodorus from the Temple), an allegorical work reflecting Pope Julius II’s policy of forcing foreign powers off Church lands. To its right, the Messa di Bolsena (Mass of Bolsena) shows Julius paying homage to the relic of a 13th-century miracle at the lakeside town of Bolsena. Next is the Incontro di Leone Magno con Attila (Encounter of Leo the Great with Attila) by Raphael and his school, and, on the fourth wall, the Liberazione di San Pietro (Liberation of St Peter), a brilliant work illustrating Raphael’s masterful ability to depict light.

The Stanza della Segnatura, Julius’ study and library, was the first room that Raphael painted, and it’s here that you’ll find his great masterpiece, La Scuola di Atene (The School of Athens), featuring philosophers and scholars gathered around Plato and Aristotle. The seated figure in front of the steps is believed to be Michelangelo, while the figure of Plato is said to be a portrait of Leonardo da Vinci, and Euclide (the bald man bending over) is Bramante. Raphael also included a self-portrait in the lower right corner – he’s the second figure from the right in the black hat.

The most famous work in the Stanza dell’Incendio di Borgo is the Incendio di Borgo (Fire in the Borgo), which depicts Pope Leo IV extinguishing a fire by making the sign of the cross. The ceiling was painted by Raphael’s master, Perugino.

[image: shutterstock_704911558-jpg]

Stanze di Raffaello | ISOGOOD_PATRICK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


[image: top-tip]oMinimising the Crowds

Tuesdays and Thursdays are the quietest days to visit. Wednesday mornings are also good; afternoons are better than mornings. Avoid rainy days and Mondays, when many other museums are shut.






Sistine Chapel

The jewel in the Vatican’s crown, the Sistine Chapel (Cappella Sistina; adult/reduced €17/8, last Sun of the month free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm last Sun of the month, last entry 2hr before close) is home to two of the world’s most famous works of art: Michelangelo’s ceiling frescoes and his Giudizio Universale (Last Judgment).

The chapel was originally built for Pope Sixtus IV, after whom it’s named, and was consecrated on 15 August 1483. However, apart from the wall frescoes and floor, little remains of the original decor, which was sacrificed to make way for Michelangelo’s two masterpieces. The first, the ceiling, was commissioned by Pope Julius II and painted between 1508 and 1512; the second, the spectacular Giudizio Universale was completed almost 30 years later in 1541.

Michelangelo’s ceiling design, which is best viewed from the chapel’s main entrance in the far east wall, covers the entire 800-sq-metre surface. With painted architectural features and a cast of colourful biblical characters, it’s centred on nine panels depicting stories from the book of Genesis.

Looking up from the east wall, the first panel is the Drunkenness of Noah, followed by The Flood and the Sacrifice of Noah. Next, Original Sin & Banishment from the Garden of Eden famously depicts Adam and Eve being banished after accepting the forbidden fruit from Satan, represented by a snake with the body of a woman coiled around a tree. The Creation of Eve is then followed by the Creation of Adam. This, one of the most famous images in Western art, shows a bearded God pointing his finger at Adam, thus bringing him to life. Completing the sequence are the Separation of Land from Sea; the Creation of the Sun, Moon & Plants; and the Separation of Light from Darkness, featuring God reaching out to touch the sun. Set around the central panels are 20 athletic ignudi (male nudes).

Opposite, on the west wall is Michelangelo’s mesmeric Giudizio Universale, showing Christ – in the centre near the top – passing sentence over the souls of the dead as they are torn from their graves to face him. The saved get to stay in heaven (in the upper right); the damned are sent down to face the demons in hell (in the bottom right).

Near the bottom, on the right, you’ll see a man with donkey ears and a snake wrapped around him. This is Biagio de Cesena, the papal master of ceremonies, who was a fierce critic of Michelangelo’s composition. Another famous figure is St Bartholomew, just beneath Christ, holding his own flayed skin. The face in the skin is said to be a self-portrait of Michelangelo, its anguished look reflecting the artist’s tormented faith.


The chapel’s walls also boast superb frescoes. Painted between 1481 and 1482 by a crack team of Renaissance artists, including Botticelli, Ghirlandaio, Pinturicchio, Perugino and Luca Signorelli, they represent events in the lives of Moses (to the left looking at the Giudizio Universale) and Christ (to the right). Highlights include Botticelli’s Temptations of Christ and Perugino’s Handing over of the Keys.




Vatican Gardens

Up to a third of the Vatican is covered by the perfectly manicured Vatican Gardens (adult/reduced incl Vatican Museums €33/24, by open-air bus €37/23; [image: icon-hoursgif]hby reservation only), which contain fortifications, grottoes, monuments, fountains, and the state’s tiny heliport and train station. Visits are by guided tour only – either on foot (two hours) or by open-air bus (45 minutes) – for which you’ll need to book at least a week in advance. After the tour you’re free to visit the Vatican Museums on your own; admission is included in the ticket price.

[image: shutterstock_592175498-jpg]

Vatican Gardens | ERIC VALENNE GEOSTORY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



[image: top-tip]o Did You Know?

A popular Sistine Chapel myth is that Michelangelo painted the ceilings lying down. In fact, he designed a curved scaffolding that allowed him to work standing up.




[image: top-tip]oTop Tip

Mid-April to October, the Vatican Museums open late every Friday evening (7pm to 11pm).
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