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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



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


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


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


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


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


Buon viaggio! Happy travels!
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ROME, FLORENCE & VENICE


Top Destinations


Map: Top Destinations


ITALY’S TOP THREE CITIES


Planning Your Trip


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


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


BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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







The Passeggiata


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


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


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


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





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





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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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



Top Destinations



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


Rome (allow 3 days)


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


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


Florence (2 days)


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


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


Venice (2 days)


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


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


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


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options…


Choose your top destinations.


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


Decide when to go.


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


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


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


Connect the dots.


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


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


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


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


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


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




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


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Arrive in Rome

	Rome






	2

	Rome

	Rome






	3

	Rome

	Rome






	4

	Train to Florence (1.5 hours), begin sightseeing

	Florence






	5

	Florence

	Florence






	6

	Train to Venice (2.5 hours), begin sightseeing

	Venice






	7

	Venice

	Venice






	8

	Link to your next European destination, or fly home

	 









[image: Image]


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







Trip Costs Per Person


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


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


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


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


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


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


Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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BEFORE YOU GO


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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







Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


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


Heart of Rome Walk


Jewish Ghetto Walk


Pantheon Tour


Roman Forum Tour


Sistine Chapel Tour


Vatican Pinacoteca Tour


St. Peter’s Basilica Tour


Trastevere Walk


Vatican Museums Tour


[image: Image] Florence Audio Tours


Accademia & Michelangelo’s David Tour


Bargello Museum Tour


Renaissance Walk


San Marco Museum Tour


Uffizi Gallery Tour


[image: Image] Venice Audio Tours


Frari Church Tour


The Grand Canal Cruise


St. Mark’s Basilica Tour


St. Mark’s Square Tour


[image: Image] Day Trip Audio Tours


Ostia Antica Tour


Naples City Walk


Naples’ Archaeological Museum Tour


Pompeii Tour


Siena City Walk


Assisi Town Walk


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Rome at a Glance


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Orientation to Rome


ROME BY NEIGHBORHOOD


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Rome’s Neighborhoods


ARRIVAL IN ROME


HELPFUL HINTS


DEALING WITH (AND AVOIDING) PROBLEMS


Map: Rome


GETTING AROUND ROME


Map: Rome’s Public Transportation


Tours in Rome


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


Walks in Rome


DOLCE VITA STROLL: PIAZZA DEL POPOLO TO THE SPANISH STEPS


Map: Dolce Vita Stroll


HEART OF ROME WALK


Map: Heart of Rome Walk


Sights in Rome


Map: Ancient Rome


Map: Colosseum


Map: Roman Forum


Map: The Imperial Forums


Map: Capitoline Hill & Piazza Venezia


Map: Pantheon Neighborhood


Map: Vatican City & Nearby


Map: St. Peter’s Basilica


Map: Vatican Museums Overview


Map: The Sistine Ceiling


Map: North Rome


Map: Borghese Gallery—Ground Floor


Map: Near Termini Station


Shopping in Rome


Nightlife in Rome


Sleeping in Rome


NEAR ANCIENT ROME


Map: Hotels & Restaurants near Ancient Rome


PANTHEON NEIGHBORHOOD


Map: Hotels in the Pantheon Neighborhood


NEAR VATICAN CITY


Map: Hotels & Restaurants near Vatican City


NEAR TERMINI STATION


Map: Hotels near Termini Station


TRASTEVERE


Map: Hotels & Restaurants in Trastevere


Eating in Rome


EATING TIPS


ANCIENT ROME: NEAR THE COLOSSEUM AND FORUM


PANTHEON NEIGHBORHOOD


Map: Restaurants in the Pantheon Neighborhood


NEAR VATICAN CITY


NORTH ROME: NEAR THE SPANISH STEPS AND ARA PACIS


EAST ROME: NEAR TERMINI STATION


Map: Restaurants near Termini Station


TRASTEVERE


Rome Connections


BY TRAIN


BY BUS


BY PLANE


BY CAR


BY CRUISE SHIP


Day Trips from Rome


Rome is magnificent and overwhelming at the same time. It’s a showcase of Western civilization, with astonishingly ancient sights and a modern vibrancy. Rome is Italy’s political capital, the spiritual capital of a billion Roman Catholics, and an open-air museum of the evocative remains of the capital of what was the greatest empire in the history of humanity.
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Visit St. Peter’s, the greatest church on earth, and scale Michelangelo’s 448-foot-tall dome. Learn something about eternity at the huge Vatican Museums, where the story of creation is as bright as when Michelangelo first painted it in the restored Sistine Chapel. Ramble among the rabble and rubble, doing what I call the Caesar Shuffle around ancient Rome’s Colosseum and Forum, mentally resurrecting those tumble-down stones. Peer into the eyes of Roman busts at the National Museum of Rome, and savor Bernini’s lifelike sculptures at the sumptuous Borghese Gallery. Wander through the surrounding Villa Borghese Gardens, Rome’s biggest public park.


When the museums close and the crowds thin, Rome relaxes. The city, so monumental by day, becomes intimate and approachable. Its neighborhoods feel more like villages, and its famous squares become places to simply hang out. Early in the evening, join the promenade—called the passeggiata—up and down the main streets. After a sociable stroll, take a break for an aperitivo—a before-dinner drink.


Rome can be romantic...but hard on the unprepared. If you’re careless, you could get pickpocketed. And if you have the wrong attitude, you’ll be frustrated by the kind of chaos that only an Italian can understand. On a previous visit, my cabbie struggled with the traffic and said, “Roma chaos.” I responded, “Bella chaos.” He agreed.


Make it easy on yourself. If you choose a comfortable hotel for a refuge, pace yourself, enjoy a siesta during midday heat, organize your sightseeing (reserving ahead as needed), and take sensible precautions to protect your valuables, you’ll love Rome. Soon you’ll be the one at the Trevi Fountain throwing in a coin to ensure your return.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Rome is wonderful, but it’s huge and exhausting. On a first-time visit, many travelers find that Rome is best done quickly—Italy is more charming elsewhere. But whether you’re here for a day or a week, you won’t be able to see everything, so don’t try—you’ll keep coming back to Rome. Note major sights where advance reservations are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.


Rome in a Day: Some people actually “do” Rome in a day. Crazy as that sounds, if all you have is a day, it’s one of the most exciting days Europe has to offer. Start at 9:00 at the Colosseum. Then explore the Forum (skip Palatine Hill), hike over Capitoline Hill, and cap your Caesar Shuffle with a Pantheon visit. After a quick lunch, taxi to the Vatican Museums, then head to St. Peter’s Basilica (open until 19:00 April-Sept). Taxi to Campo de’ Fiori for dinner, then finish your day lacing together the famous floodlit spots (following my Heart of Rome Walk).


Rome in Two Days: Two days (and three nights) lets you slow down. On the first day, do my Caesar Shuffle from the Colosseum to the Roman Forum, then over Capitoline Hill (visiting the Capitoline Museums), and on to the Pantheon. After a siesta, add some sightseeing to suit your interests. In the evening enjoy a relaxing walk by the Imperial Forums and/or a colorful stroll and dinner in Trastevere or the Monti district. On the second day, see Vatican City (St. Peter’s, dome climb, Vatican Museums). Have dinner near the atmospheric Campo de’ Fiori, and then walk to the Trevi Fountain and Spanish Steps (following my Heart of Rome Walk).


With More Time: With a third day, add the Borghese Gallery and more sights. Worthwhile options include St. Peter-in-Chains Church (Michelangelo’s Moses, near the Colosseum); the evocative Catacombs of Priscilla; the National Museum of Rome (ancient statues) and the nearby Baths of Diocletian (now a massive church); and the Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria (Bernini’s exquisite St. Teresa in Ecstasy). Or simply slow down to enjoy strolling, window-shopping, and grazing your way through Rome.



Orientation to Rome



Today’s Rome sprawls over about 500 square miles, but the city center within the ancient Aurelian Wall is all you need to know—and that’s only four square miles. The old core, with most of the tourist sights, sits inside a diamond formed by Termini train station (in the east), the Vatican (west), Villa Borghese Gardens (north), and the Colosseum (south). The Tiber River snakes through the diamond from north to south. At the center of the diamond is Piazza Venezia, a busy square and traffic hub.


ROME BY NEIGHBORHOOD


Think of Rome as a collection of neighborhoods, huddling around major landmarks, and it becomes manageable.


Ancient Rome: In ancient times, this was home to the grandest buildings of a city of a million people. Today, the best classical sights stand in a line from the Colosseum (huge stadium) to the ruined Roman Forum (main square and marketplace) over Capitoline Hill to the Pantheon (Roman temple turned into a church). Just north of this area, between Via Nazionale and Via Cavour, is the atmospheric and trendy Monti district.


Pantheon Neighborhood: The Pantheon anchors the neighborhood I like to call the Heart of Rome, which includes the atmospheric squares of Campo de’ Fiori and Piazza Navona, the dramatic Trevi Fountain, and several historic churches.


Vatican City: Located west of the Tiber River, this is a compact world of its own, with two great, massive sights: St. Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican Museums.


North Rome: This modern, classy area includes the celebrated Spanish Steps, an elegant grid of trendy shopping streets (between the main drag—Via del Corso—and the Spanish Steps), and the Borghese Gallery (gorgeous Bernini sculptures), set within the fun-on-a-sunny-day Villa Borghese Gardens.


East Rome: This neighborhood around Termini Station boasts the stunning National Museum of Rome (ancient Roman sculpture) and includes Piazza della Repubblica, many recommended hotels, and convenient public-transportation connections.


Trastevere: This colorful, wrong-side-of-the-river neighborhood has a village feel. Its red pastel buildings are draped with green ivy, Vespas rule the streets, and locals frequent mom-and-pop cafés. Trastevere is the city at its crustiest...and perhaps most “Roman.”


TOURIST INFORMATION


Small city-run tourist information offices scattered around town sell sightseeing passes and maps (hours vary, but typically open daily 9:00-19:00). You’ll find them at both airports (Fiumicino Terminal 3 and Ciampino); directly across from the Forum entrance on Via dei Fori Imperiali; between the Pantheon and Trevi Fountain (where Via Minghetti meets Via del Corso); and near Castel Sant’Angelo (toward the Vatican from the castle).
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Rome also has several smaller quasi-TIs, combined with public pay WCs, called (and I am not making this up) P.Stops. You’ll find them on Piazza di Spagna near the Spanish Steps, in Trastevere at Piazza Sidney Sonnino, across from the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore, and across from the Basilica of San Giovanni in Laterano near the Holy Stairs (generally daily 10:00-18:00, some until 20:00, https://pstop.it).


The TI’s user-friendly website is TurismoRoma.it. Handy www.060608.it has practical information and is connected to Rome’s call center—the best source of up-to-date tourist information, with English speakers on staff (answered daily 9:00-19:00, +39 06 0608, press 2 for English).


An English-language website, www.wantedinrome.com, is oriented to those staying longer in Rome and provides insight into news, events, and daily life in the city.


ARRIVAL IN ROME


For a rundown of Rome’s train stations and airports, see the “Rome Connections” section near the end of this chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Sightseeing Tips: Despite the crowds inundating Rome, you’ll only find lines a problem if you aren’t prepared. Timed-entry tickets purchased in advance are either required or strongly recommended for the Vatican Museums, the Colosseum, and the exquisite Borghese Gallery. For the Roman Forum (including Palatine Hill), booking in advance and following my advice on what entrance to use helps avoid lines. You can also book a timed-entry admission to St. Peter’s Basilica, or try going early or late to minimize your wait time. For any sight, be sure that you’re booking on the official website (listed in this book), rather than a third-party scalper site. Note that some websites ending in .it only operate while the sight itself is open.


Even with a reservation, the above sights can be very crowded. If that’s not for you, remember that Rome has many other historical treasures, such as the Capitoline Museums and the Baths of Caracalla, with fewer to no crowds.


The Roma Pass you’ll see advertised isn’t worthwhile for most travelers (it includes only transit, a few entry fees, and minor discounts).


For more advice, see “Sightseeing Strategies,” on here.


Closed Days: If you’re in Rome on a Sunday, note that the Vatican Museums are closed (except for last Sun of the month, when they’re free and even more crowded). The Borghese Gallery is closed on Mondays, and St. Peter’s Basilica may be closed on Wednesday mornings for a papal audience.


Jubilee Year: In 2025, millions of pilgrims will make their way to Rome for the Jubilee, a Catholic Holy Year that occurs every quarter-century. To help you plan when to visit (or avoid) certain areas, particularly around the Vatican, check www.iubilaeum2025.va or the Pilgrims Welcome Center in Rome (Via della Conciliazione 7) for events calendars, news, and information.


Decorum: Rome enforces strict laws to protect its historical treasures. Be respectful. Don’t climb or picnic on ruins, sit on the Spanish Steps, or dip your hand in the Trevi Fountain—it’s possible to get fined, and these can be expensive.


Bookstores: Borri Books, a large chain store at Termini station, sells English-language books (open daily). A few small, independent bookstores have a more personal touch: The Anglo-American Bookshop has great art and history sections (closed Sat-Sun, a few blocks south of Spanish Steps at Via della Vite 27—see map on here, +39 06 679 5222). In Trastevere, the Almost Corner Bookshop stocks an extensive Italian-interest section (Via del Moro 45, +39 06 583 6942), and the Open Door Bookshop carries the only used books in English in town (Via della Lungaretta 23, +39 06 589 6478); find locations for both of these on the map on here.


Laundry: Coin launderettes are common in Rome. Your hotelier can direct you to the closest one, or you can search on Google Maps.


Best Views: You have good choices to see Rome from above: from the rooftop of the Victor Emmanuel Monument (take the Rome from the Sky elevator to the top); from the top of the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica; from the top of Castel Sant’Angelo; and from Gianicolo Hill above Trastevere.


One of the best views of the Roman Forum is from the Farnese Gardens viewpoint on Palatine Hill. Other views over the Forum are on Capitoline Hill (from two free overlooks) plus the Tabularium in the Capitoline Museums.


Best Hangouts: The city’s most atmospheric squares are Campo de’ Fiori and Piazza Navona, interesting day and night. For monuments, it’s the Trevi Fountain. The Monti neighborhood, near the Roman Forum, is a popular gathering spot in the evening (particularly Piazza della Madonna dei Monti). And the Via dei Fori Imperiali—from the Victor Emmanuel Monument to the Colosseum—is an enticing place to stroll and daydream about ancient Rome.


DEALING WITH (AND AVOIDING) PROBLEMS


Theft Alert: While violent crime is rare in the city center, petty theft is rampant. Use your money belt. If you carry a backpack, never leave it unattended and try to keep it attached to your body in some way (even when you’re seated for a meal).


Be particularly on guard in crowds and when boarding and leaving buses and subways. You’ll find less crowding and commotion—and less risk—waiting for the end cars of a subway rather than the middle cars. Thieves are particularly thick on the Metro and the crowded, made-for-tourists buses #40 and #64.


Thieves strike when you’re distracted. Don’t trust “kind” strangers or be deceived by appearance: Sneaky thieves may pose as businessmen or tourists, moms with babies, or gangs of children.
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Scams abound: If a random stranger says, “I like your shoes!”...they likely are about to hit you up for something. Always be clear about what paper money you’re giving someone, demand clear and itemized bills, and count your change. Don’t give your wallet to self-proclaimed “police” who stop you on the street, warn you about counterfeit (or drug) money, and ask to see your cash.


Reporting Losses: To report lost or stolen items, file a police report (at Termini station, with polizia at track 11 or with carabinieri at track 20; offices are also at Piazza Venezia and at the corner of Via Nazionale and Via Genova). For information on how to replace a passport or report lost or stolen credit cards, see here.


Pedestrian Safety: Your main safety concern in Rome is crossing streets. Use caution. Some streets have pedestrian-crossing signals (red means stop—or jaywalk carefully; green means go...also carefully; and yellow means go...extremely carefully, as cars may be whipping around the corner). But just as often, multilane streets have crosswalks with no signals at all. And even when there are traffic lights, they are provisional: Scooters don’t always stop at red lights, and even cars exercise what drivers call the “logical option” of not stopping if they see no oncoming traffic.


Follow locals like a shadow when you cross a street (or spend a good part of your visit stranded on curbs). When you do cross alone, find a gap in the traffic and walk with confidence while making eye contact with approaching drivers—they won’t hit you as long as they can tell where you intend to go.


Staying/Getting Healthy: The siesta is a key to survival in summertime Rome. Lie down and contemplate the extraordinary power of gravity in the Eternal City. I drink lots of cold, refreshing water from Rome’s many drinking fountains, which are handy for refilling your bottle and staying hydrated.


Every neighborhood has a pharmacy (marked by a green cross); your hotel can help you find the nearest one (or use Google Maps). Bigger pharmacies that stay open late cluster around Termini station: There’s one inside the station itself (along northeast side, enter from Via Marsala, +39 06 474 5421); another south of the station, at the corner of Via Cavour (shorter hours, Piazza dei Cinquecento 51, +39 06 488 0019, see map on here); and Farmacia Piram, several blocks down from Piazza della Repubblica (Via Nazionale 228, +39 06 488 4437). In the Pantheon neighborhood, Farmacia Senato is between Piazza Navona and the Pantheon (Corso del Rinascimento 50, +39 06 6880 3760—see map on here).


Embassies and hotels can recommend English-speaking doctors. Consider MEDline, a 24-hour private home-medical service; doctors speak English and make calls at hotels (+39 06 808 0995, https://users.libero.it/medline). Another 24-hour private clinic that makes house calls is International Medical Center ’84, Via Firenze 47, +39 06 488 2371, https://imc84.com. Anyone is entitled to emergency treatment at public hospitals. The hospital closest to Termini station is Policlinico Umberto I (entrance for emergency treatment at Viale del Policlinico 155, translators available, Metro: Policlinico).


GETTING AROUND ROME


You can see a lot of Rome on foot, and I’ve grouped your sightseeing into walkable neighborhoods. Make it a point to visit sights in a logical order.


To connect sights beyond walking distance, you can ride the Metro, city bus, or tram, or take a taxi. As Rome is a great taxi town, especially for couples and families, I’d rely more on taxis than public transit.
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To find the city’s many small streets and alleys, map apps work better than paper maps; Google Maps is excellent for navigation by foot and has up-to-date public transit info (see next).


Public Transportation


Rome’s public transportation system is cheap and efficient, but also confusing and crowded. The three Metro lines are relatively sane and straightforward but serve a limited area. Buses are more chaotic—there are no posted timetables or maps, and stop names are announced only in the newest vehicles. But they run frequently and go everywhere. If you’re in town for more than a day or two, mastering a couple key bus routes serving your neighborhood is worth the effort and will make you feel like a Roman.


Information, Maps, and Route Planning: The website www.atac.roma.it [URL inactive] has a journey planner in English that will help you sort through the thicket of routes, as well as downloadable network maps. Google Maps works well for transit route planning around Rome; if you’re online, it offers updated, fairly accurate estimates of wait times for the next bus, and how long it’ll take to get to your destination in current traffic.



[image: Image]



There’s no official paper map of the system, but Edizioni Lozzi produces a frequently updated “Roma Metro Bus” map (at bookstores), which includes a booklet with details on all bus routes. For information by phone, call ATAC at +39 06 57003.


Buying Tickets


All public transportation uses the same ticket. It costs €2 and is valid for unlimited travel on the Metro, city buses, and trams during a 100-minute period. You can simply tap your credit card at the contactless reader at Metro turnstiles or on buses and trams (tap for transfers as well—you won’t be charged again within the 100-minute period). Alternatively, you can purchase tickets and passes from machines at Metro stations and a few major bus stops, and from some newsstands and tobacco shops (tabacchi, marked by a black-and-white T sign). Paper tickets are not sold on board.


Multiride tickets in 2-, 3-, 5-, or 10-journey options are available and can save time on buying tickets. Day passes are sold in increments of 24, 48, 72 hours (€9.30-24), and one week (€32—about the cost of three taxi rides).


Validate your individual ticket by sticking it in the Metro turnstile or in the machine when you board the bus—watch others and imitate. It’ll return your ticket with your expiration time printed. Do this as you board, otherwise you’re cheating. Inspectors fine even innocent-looking tourists. To get through a Metro turnstile with a transit pass, tap the card against the turnstile’s sensor. On buses and trams, you need to validate your pass only the first time you use it. You don’t need to validate a ticket or pass on the bus if you’ve already validated it elsewhere in the transit system.


If you need help from a real person, ATAC runs a small ticket office at Termini station. Follow signs for Metro Linea B, then ATAC ticket office (daily).


By Metro


The Roman subway system (Metropolitana, or “Metro”) is simple, clean, cheap, and fast. The two lines you need to know—A and B—intersect at Termini station. Line A connects the Vatican area (Ottaviano), Piazza del Popolo (Flaminio), Spanish Steps/Villa Borghese (Spagna), Baths of Diocletian (Repubblica), main train station (Termini), and San Giovanni in Laterano (San Giovanni). Line B connects the main train station (Termini), Colosseum and Forum (Colosseo), and Testaccio and Ostiense station (Piramide). It also serves the Tiburtina train and bus stations. The Metro runs from 5:30 to 23:30 (Fri-Sat until 1:30 in the morning).
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Within Metro stations, signage is limited and not very intuitive, and electronic signs are often broken. So, before descending, be clear on which line you’ll take and which direction you’re headed (i.e., the end station of your line). If the train is packed, consider waiting for the next one. In touristy areas there will be thieves on the platform and on the train hard at work picking pockets. They prefer the most crowded situations, so you might want to head for the first or the last compartment.


By Bus


The Metro is handy, but it won’t get you everywhere—you often have to take the bus (or tram). Bus routes are listed at each stop. Route and system maps aren’t posted, but with some knowledge of major stops, you can wing it without one (for help, see “Information, Maps, and Route Planning,” earlier). Rome’s few tram lines function for all intents and purposes identically to buses. Bus etiquette (not always followed) is to board at the front or rear doors and exit at the middle.
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Buses—especially the touristy #40 and #64—are havens for thieves and pickpockets. These two lines can be nose-to-armpit crowded during peak times...and while you’re sniffing that guy’s pit, his other hand could be busily rifling through your pockets. Assume any commotion is a thief-created distraction. If one bus is packed, there’s likely a second one on its tail with far fewer crowds and thieves. Or read the signs posted at stops to see if a different, less crowded bus route can get you to or near your destination.


Regular bus lines start running at about 5:30, and during the day major routes run every 10-15 minutes. After 23:30 (and sometimes earlier) and on Sundays, buses are less frequent. Night buses are marked with an N and an owl symbol on the bus-stop signs. Frustratingly, the exact frequency of various bus routes is difficult to predict (and not printed at bus stops). At major stops, an electronic board shows the number of minutes until the next buses arrive; otherwise, use your phone to check Google Maps or the ATAC journey planner.


These are the most important bus routes for tourists:


Bus #64: This bus cuts across the city, linking Termini station with the Vatican, stopping at Piazza della Repubblica (sights), Via Nazionale (recommended hotels), Piazza Venezia (near Forum), Largo Argentina (near Pantheon and Campo de’ Fiori), St. Peter’s Basilica (get off just past the tunnel), and San Pietro station. Ride it for a city overview.


Bus #40: This express bus, which mostly follows the #64 route (but ends near the Ponte Vittorio Emanuele II bridge on the Vatican side of the river), is especially helpful, with fewer stops.


The following routes conveniently connect Trastevere with other parts of Rome:


Bus #H: This express bus, linking Termini station and Trastevere, makes a stop near Piazza Repubblica and at the bottom of Via Nazionale (for Trastevere, get off at Sonnino/S. Gallicano, just after crossing the Tiber River, near the island).


Tram #8: This tram connects Piazza Venezia and Largo Argentina (stop: Arenula/Cairoli) with Trastevere (get off at Piazza Belli, just over the river) and runs farther to the Trastevere train station.


Bus #23: This bus links the Vatican with Trastevere and Testaccio, stopping at the Vatican Museums (nearest stop is on Via Leone IV), Castel Sant’Angelo (Sforza Pallavicini), Trastevere (Lungotevere de Cenci/Arenula, on opposite side of Ponte Garibaldi), Porta Portese (Sunday flea market at Emporio stop), Piramide (Ostiense-Piramide stop; Metro and gateway to Testaccio), and all the way south to St. Paul’s Outside the Walls. Bus #280 follows much the same route from Trastevere to Piramide.


Other useful routes include:


Bus #49: Piazza Cavour/Castel Sant’Angelo, Piazza Risorgimento (Vatican), and Vatican Museums.


Bus #81: San Giovanni in Laterano, Largo Argentina, and Piazza Risorgimento (Vatican).


Bus #85: San Giovanni in Laterano, San Clemente (Labicana), Colosseum, Forum, Pantheon (Corso Minghetti), Trevi Fountain, Baths of Diocletian, Termini station.


Bus #87: San Giovanni in Laterano, San Clemente (Labicana), Colosseum, Imperial Forums, Piazza Venezia (Plebiscito), Largo Argentina, Pantheon (Rinascimento), Piazza Navona (Rinascimento or Senato), Castel Sant’Angelo (Piazza Cavour).


Bus #492: Travels east-west across the city, connecting Tiburtina (train and bus stations), Piazza Indipendenza (Termini station), Via XX Settembre, Piazza Barberini, Piazza Venezia, Largo Argentina (near Pantheon and Campo de’ Fiori), Piazza Cavour (Castel Sant’Angelo), and Piazza Risorgimento (St. Peter’s Basilica and Vatican).


Tram #3: Zips from the Colosseum to San Giovanni in Laterano (and onward to Valle Giulia) in one direction, and to Piramide/Testaccio (and onward to Trastevere, though a 15-minute walk from the touristic heart) in the other.


Elettrico Minibuses: Cute electric minibuses take circular routes past major sights and are great for transport or simple joyriding (though they’re so small, it can be hard to find a seat). They run Mon-Sat only, 7:15-20:15. Elettrico #117 connects San Giovanni in Laterano, Colosseo, Via Cavour, Via Nazionale, and Trevi Fountain. Elettrico #119 connects Piazza Venezia, Via del Corso, Trevi Fountain, Piazza di Spagna, Piazza del Popolo, and Piazza Augusto Imperatore.


By Taxi


I use taxis in Rome more often than in other cities. They’re reasonable and useful for efficient sightseeing in this big, hot metropolis. Three or four companions with more money than time should taxi almost everywhere. Taxis start at €3, then charge about €1.50 per kilometer (surcharges for Sun and nighttime after 22:00). Sample fares: Termini area to Vatican-€15; Termini area to Colosseum-€9; Termini area to the Borghese Gallery-€8; Colosseum to Trastevere-€12 (or look up your route at www.worldtaximeter.com). Tip by rounding up-€1 or so.
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Calling a Cab: You can always hail a cab on the street. But Romans generally walk to the nearest taxi stand (many are marked on this book’s maps) or ask a passerby or a clerk in a shop, “Dov’è una fermata dei taxi?” (doh-VEH OO-nah fehr-MAH-tah DEH-ee TAHK-see). Easiest of all, have your hotel or restaurant call a taxi for you. (It’s routine for Romans to ask the restaurant to call a taxi when they’re ready to go.) The meter starts when the call is received. To call a cab on your own, dial +39 06 3570, +39 06 4994, or +39 06 6645, or use the official city taxi line, +39 06 0609.


You can also use the Free Now app, which orders an official white taxi at regular taxi rates, with the convenience of paying via the app.


Avoid Scams: Beware of corrupt taxis. First, only use official Rome taxis. They’re white, with a taxi sign on the roof and a maroon logo on the door that reads Roma Capitale.


When you get in, make sure the meter (tassametro) is turned on (you’ll see the meter either on the dashboard or up at the rearview mirror). If the meter isn’t on, get out and find another cab. Check that the meter is reset to the basic drop charge (should be around €3, or around €5 if you phoned for the taxi). You’ll rarely pay more than €12-15 for a ride in town. Keep an eye on the fare on the meter as you near your destination; some cabbies turn the meter off instantly when they stop and tell you a higher price.


By law, every cab must display a multilingual official price chart—usually on the back of the seat in front of you. If the fare doesn’t seem right, point to the chart and ask the cabbie to explain it.


At the train station or airport, avoid hustlers conning naive visitors into unmarked, rip-off “express taxis” (for tips on taking a taxi from the airport, see here). If you encounter problems with a taxi, making a show of writing down the taxi number (to file a complaint) can motivate a driver to quickly settle the matter.


Taxi Alternative: Uber works in Rome as it does in the US, but only at the more expensive Uber Black level.


Tours in Rome


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours, including my Heart of Rome, Jewish Ghetto, and Trastevere neighborhood walks, and my tours of the Pantheon, Colosseum, Roman Forum, St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican Museums, Sistine Chapel, and Vatican Pinacoteca.


ON FOOT


You can either hire a local to serve as your personal guide, or sign up for a group tour with a tour company, joining up to 50 fellow travelers. Local guides are good but pricey (around €240 for a three-hour tour). Tour companies are cheaper, but quality and organization are unreliable. If you do hire a local Italian guide, consider inviting others from your hotel to join you and split the cost. This ends up costing about the same per person as going on a scheduled tour from one of the walking-tour companies listed on the next page—and you’ll likely get a better guide.


Local Guides


I’ve worked with and enjoyed each of these licensed independent local guides. They’re native Italians, speak excellent English, and enjoy tailoring tours to your interests. Most can help with booking tickets as needed. Prices (roughly €80/hour, with a minimum of 3 hours) flex with the day, season, and demand. Arrange your date and price by email. Try Carla Zaia (carlaromeguide@gmail.com); Cristina Giannicchi (+39 338 111 4573, www.crisromanguide.com, crisromanguide@gmail.com); Sara Magister (a.magister@iol.it); Giovanna Terzulli (gioterzulli@gmail.com); Alessandra Mazzoccoli (www.romewithalessandra.com; alessandra@romewithalessandra.com); Paolo Gigliozzi (paolocolonna.giglio@outlook.it); or Massimiliano Canneto (a Catholic guide with a Vatican forte, massicanneto@gmail.com).


Francesca Caruso, who works almost full-time with my tours when they’re in Rome, has contributed generously to this book (www.francescacaruso.com, francescainroma@gmail.com); she offers private tours for €300/half-day. Popular with my readers, Francesca understandably books up quickly; if she’s busy, she’ll recommend one of her colleagues.


Walking-Tour Companies


Rome has many highly competitive tour companies, each offering a series of themed walks through various slices of the city. Three-hour guided walks generally start at around €50 per person. Guides are usually native English speakers, often American expats. Before your trip, spend some time on these companies’ websites to get to know your options, as each company has a particular teaching and guiding personality. Some are highbrow and more expensive. Others are less scholarly. It’s sometimes required, and always smart, to book a spot in advance (easy online).


While the following companies are a bit more expensive than the dime-a-dozen walks you’ll see advertised, each is well established, creative, and competitive. Each offers a 10 percent discount with most online bookings for Rick Steves travelers.


Walks of Italy (RS%—enter “RICKSTEVESROME10”; US +1 888 683 8670, +39 06 9480 4888, www.walksofitaly.com).


Europe Odyssey (RS%—enter “RS10”; +39 328 912 3720, www.europeodyssey.com, Rahul).


Through Eternity (RS%—look for “Group Tours” on the Rome & Vatican page and enter “RICKSTEVES”; US +1 800 267 7581, www.througheternity.com, office@througheternity.com, Rob).


The Roman Guy (RS%—enter “RickSteves”; ask about electric bike tours, US +1 888 290 5595, theromanguy.com, Sean Finelli).


Miles & Miles Private Tours, described under “Car and Minibus Tours,” below, also offers walking tours (www.milesandmiles.net). They are a great value, especially if a car is used.


ON WHEELS


Car and Minibus Tours


Miles & Miles Private Tours offers tours with good English-speaking Italian driver/guides and fine air-conditioned cars and minibuses. Their basic lineup for groups of up to eight people includes a five-hour “History and Fun” tour (a fine first day by car with a broad overview and a chance to get out when you like, €420), “Squares and Fountains” (three-hour walking tour starting at Piazza Farnese, €280), and day trips from Rome into Umbria, including Civita di Bagnoregio (9 hours with hotel pickup, €650). They also provide shore excursions (from Civitavecchia and other ports) and unguided long-distance transportation; if traveling with a small group or a family from Rome to Florence, the Amalfi Coast, or elsewhere, consider paying extra for this convenience (RS%—mention Rick Steves when booking direct, then show this book; +39 331 466 4900, www.milesandmiles.net, info@milesandmiles.net).




Rome at a Glance


▲▲▲Heart of Rome Walk Atmospheric stroll through the center, passing by colorful piazzas, fanciful fountains, and iconic monuments. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Colosseum Huge stadium where gladiators fought. Hours: Daily 8:30-19:15, Oct until 18:30, Nov-Feb until 16:30, March until 17:30. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Roman Forum Ancient Rome’s main square, with ruins and grand arches. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:15, Oct until 18:30, Nov-Feb until 16:30, March until 17:30. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Capitoline Museums Ancient statues, mosaics, and expansive view of Forum. Hours: Daily 9:30-19:30.





▲▲▲Pantheon The defining domed temple. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00, closed for Mass Sat at 17:00 and Sun at 10:30. [image: Image]





▲▲▲St. Peter’s Basilica Most impressive church on Earth, with Michelangelo’s Pietà and dome. Hours: Church—daily 7:00-19:00, Nov-March until 18:00, often closed Wed mornings; dome—daily 7:30-18:00. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Vatican Museums Four miles of the finest art of Western civilization, culminating in Michelangelo’s glorious Sistine Chapel. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00 (Fri-Sat until 20:00 in March-Oct), closed Sun—except last Sun of month, when it’s open 9:00-14:00. [image: Image]





▲▲▲Borghese Gallery Bernini sculptures and paintings by Caravaggio, Raphael, and Titian in a Baroque palazzo. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:00, closed Mon.





▲▲▲National Museum of Rome Greatest collection of Roman sculpture anywhere. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:30-19:00, closed Mon.





▲▲Dolce Vita Stroll Evening passeggiata, where Romans strut their stuff. Hours: Roughly Mon-Sat 17:00-19:00 and Sun afternoons.





▲▲Trajan’s Column and Forum Tall column with narrative relief, plus nearby forum ruins.





▲▲Baths of Caracalla Impressive ruins of a lavish bath complex (never crowded). Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:15, closed Mon, closes earlier off-season.





▲▲St. Peter-in-Chains Church with Michelangelo’s Moses. Hours: Daily 7:15-12:30 & 15:00-19:00, Oct-March until 18:00.





▲▲Catacombs of Priscilla Underground tomb just outside city walls. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-13:00 & 14:00-17:00, closed Mon, closed one random month a year.





▲▲Church of San Giovanni in Laterano Grandiose and historic “home church of the popes,” with one-of-a-kind Holy Stairs across the street. Hours: Daily 7:00-18:30.





▲Museo dell’Ara Pacis Shrine marking the beginning of Rome’s golden age. Hours: Daily 9:30-19:30.





▲Palatine Hill Ruins of emperors’ palaces, Circus Maximus view, and museum. Hours: Same hours as Roman Forum.





▲Arch of Constantine Honors the emperor who legalized Christianity.





▲Piazza del Campidoglio Square atop Capitoline Hill, designed by Michelangelo, with a museum, grand stairway, and Forum overlooks.





▲Victor Emmanuel Monument Gigantic edifice celebrating Italian unity, with Rome from the Sky elevator ride up to 360-degree city view. Hours: Daily 9:30-19:30.





▲Trevi Fountain Baroque hot spot into which tourists throw coins to ensure a return trip to Rome.





▲Castel Sant’Angelo Hadrian’s Tomb turned castle, prison, papal refuge, now museum. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:30, closed Mon.





▲Baths of Diocletian/Basilica S. Maria degli Angeli Once ancient Rome’s immense public baths, now a Michelangelo church. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-13:00 & 16:00-18:30, Sun until 19:00, may be open midday in summer.






Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours



Several different agencies run hop-on, hop-off, double-decker bus tours around Rome. These tours make the same 90-minute, eight-stop loop through the traffic-congested town center with about four pickups at each stop per hour. Buses provide an easy way to see the city from above the congestion (choose open or with canopy), but you’ll likely feel trapped rather than entertained. The lazy recorded narration does little more than identify the sightseeing icons you drive by and misses the opportunity to fill the time with worthwhile information. You can join one at any stop and pay as you board (usually around €20); Termini station and Piazza Venezia are handy hubs.


[image: Image]


Car and Driver Service


Autoservizi Monti Concezio, run by gentle, capable, and English-speaking Ezio (pronounced Etz-io), offers private cars or minibuses with driver/guides (car-€50/hour, minibus-€55/hour, 3-hour minimum for city sightseeing, transfers between cities are more expensive, +39 06 718 5833 or +39 349 674 5643, info@tourservicemonti.it).


For airport pickup or drop-off, use a taxi rather than a private driver.



Walks in Rome



Take a refreshing early-evening walk (Dolce Vita Stroll) and enjoy the thriving local scene, best at night (Heart of Rome Walk).


DOLCE VITA STROLL: PIAZZA DEL POPOLO TO THE SPANISH STEPS


All over the Mediterranean world, people are out strolling in the early evening in a ritual known in Italy as the passeggiata, worth ▲▲ (see the sidebar on here). Join in as you walk through Romans’ favorite place for a passeggiata: the area around Via del Corso between Piazza del Popolo and the Spanish Steps. History buffs can skip the last portion and walk all the way down Via del Corso to Capitoline Hill instead. Although busy at any hour, this area really attracts crowds from around 17:00 to 19:00 each evening (Fri and Sat are best), except on Sunday, when the passeggiata occurs earlier in the afternoon. Leave before 18:00 if you plan to visit the Ara Pacis (Altar of Peace, last entry at 18:30).


As you stroll, you’ll see shoppers, flirts, and people-watchers. The area between the Spanish Steps, Piazza Venezia, and Piazza del Popolo, known as the Shopping Triangle, contains Rome’s highest concentration of upscale boutiques and designer stores. If you get hungry during your stroll, see “Eating in Rome,” later, for neighborhood wine bars, restaurants, and a little food tour along Via della Croce.



[image: Image] Self-Guided Walk



• Start on Piazza del Popolo. Reach the square via the Flaminio Metro stop, pass through the third-century Aurelian Wall via the Porta del Popolo, and look south.


Piazza del Popolo: This vast oval square, worth ▲, marks the traditional north entrance to Rome. From ancient times until the advent of trains and airplanes, this was most visitors’ first look at the city. The 10-story obelisk in the center once graced the temple of Ramses II in Egypt and the Roman Circus Maximus racetrack. The obelisk was brought here in 1589 as one of the square’s beautification projects.


If starting your stroll early enough, the church of Santa Maria del Popolo is worth popping into (next to gate in old wall on north side of square). Inside, look for Raphael’s Chigi Chapel and two paintings by Caravaggio.


Via del Corso: From Piazza del Popolo, stroll between the twin domed churches down this main street. While the elegance of this street has been replaced by international chains targeting local teens, the neighborhood remains a good place to feel the pulse of Rome at twilight.


[image: Image]


• Take the first left onto Via della Fontanella, and continue straight onto Via Margutta—which then bends to the right.


Via Margutta to Via Vittoria: Gregory Peck’s Roman Holiday character lived on Via Margutta (at #51). Today this lane has a leafy tranquility and is filled with pricey artisan and antique shops. It’s been the haunt of artists since the days when Rome was the highlight of the Grand Tour.


• When Via Margutta ends, turn right on Via Vittoria. Cross Via del Corso and approach Piazza Imperatore, which was imposing in ancient times as well as in fascist times (1930s) but now looks a mess.


Mausoleum of Augustus: The centerpiece of the piazza is this ancient mausoleum, ringed by cypress trees and, in its current state, no longer honoring Rome’s first emperor.


After about 50 yards (at the fountain on the right), pause to notice the stern fascist architecture and the propaganda art. Above the fountain, Mussolini used ancient styles and materials for a modern message: that he would make Italy great again, envisioning an Imperial future under his dictatorial rule as grand as Rome’s Imperial past.


Ara Pacis: Walk to the end of the block, and angle left to the big, white, modern building. Inside is the Ara Pacis—ancient Rome’s “peace arch,” the monument that celebrated the establishment of the Pax Romana. While you can tour this, they have generously put in huge windows on the river side of the building so strollers can actually see it (for free) from outside.


• Leaving the Ara Pacis, look back at the Piazza del Popolo obelisk and walk in the opposite direction. At the first corner, take a left and follow Via Tomacelli. After a half-block nip left for another fine view of the ancient Mausoleum of Augustus.


When you reach Via del Corso, you have two choices: Cross it and continue straight to the Spanish Steps, or turn right and head to Capitoline Hill.


Spanish Steps: Walk along Via dei Condotti, lined with the most elegant shops in Rome and enticing some of its most elegant people. The people-watching fun just builds as you approach the fabled Spanish Steps, worth ▲. The wide, curving staircase, culminating with an obelisk between two Baroque church towers, is one of Rome’s iconic sights. By day, the area hosts shoppers looking for high-end fashions; on warm evenings, it attracts young people in love with the city.


History Buffs Extension: Alternatively, turn right on Via del Corso and walk a half-mile, past the Victor Emmanuel Monument and up to Capitoline Hill. Climb Michelangelo’s stairway to his glorious (especially when floodlit) square atop Capitoline Hill (Piazza del Campidoglio). Stand on the balcony to the left of the mayor’s palace (the building at the back of the square), and look out onto the Forum. As the horizon reddens and cats prowl the unclaimed rubble of ancient Rome, it’s one of the finest views in the city.


HEART OF ROME WALK


What is perhaps Rome’s most historic and romantic neighborhood features narrow lanes, intimate piazzas, fanciful fountains, and some of Europe’s best people-watching. During the day, this walk—worth ▲▲▲—shows off the lively Campo de’ Fiori market and trendy fashion boutiques as it meanders past major monuments such as the Pantheon and the Spanish Steps.


But the sunset brings unexpected magic. A stroll in the cool of the evening is made memorable by the romance of the Eternal City at its best. Sit so close to a bubbling fountain that you no longer notice the traffic noise. Jostle with kids to see the gelato flavors. Watch lovers straddling more than the bench. Jaywalk past carabinieri in bulletproof vests. And marvel at the ramshackle elegance that softens this brutal city for those who were born here and can’t imagine living anywhere else. These are the flavors of Rome, best enjoyed after dark.


This walk is equally pleasant in reverse order. You could ride the Metro to the Spanish Steps and finish at Campo de’ Fiori, near many recommended restaurants.


Getting There: Kick off this walk in one of Rome’s most colorful spots, Campo de’ Fiori. It’s a few blocks west of Largo Argentina, a major transportation hub. Buses #40, #64, and #492, and tram #8 stop at Largo Argentina and/or along Corso Vittorio Emanuele II (a long block northwest of Campo de’ Fiori). A taxi from Termini station costs about €12.


Length of This Walk: Allow one to three hours for this mile-long walk, depending on whether you linger and tour the Pantheon. To lengthen the walk, continue from the Spanish Steps to Piazza del Popolo.


Tours: [image: Image] Download my free Heart of Rome Walk audio tour.



[image: Image] Self-Guided Walk



1 Campo de’ Fiori: In the morning, this bohemian piazza hosts a fruit-and-vegetable market. In the evening, the cafés and restaurants that line the square predominate. On weekend nights, beer-drinking young people (mostly American students) pack the medieval square, transforming it into a vast Roman street party.
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With the neighborhood feel of Campo de’ Fiori, it’s hard to believe you’re in a major capital city of nearly three million people. Rome has no skyscrapers, no central business district, and no obvious downtown. It’s more a collection of urban villages, like this square. Romans jealously guard their laid-back lifestyle, and nowhere is it clearer than in Campo de’ Fiori.


In ancient times, it was a pleasant meadow—literally a campo de’ fiori, or “field of flowers.” Then the Romans built a massive entertainment complex, the Theater of Pompey, right next to it. The complex covered several city blocks, stretching from here to Largo Argentina (including the spot where Julius Caesar was stabbed to death).


In medieval times, Christian pilgrims passed through the campo on their way to the Vatican, and a thriving market developed. As popes modernized the city in Renaissance and Baroque times, this square kept its local flavor.


Today’s Romans live amid the eclectic heritage of their ancestors. For example, at the east end of the square (behind the statue of the heretic Bruno), see how the ramshackle apartments are built right into the ruins of older buildings. Find the pinkish-beige brick building, midway up, and the two white columns incorporated into it. Those ancient columns were once part of that Theater of Pompey.


Lording over the center of the square is the statue of Giordano Bruno, an intellectual who was burned on this spot in 1600. The pedestal shows scenes from Bruno’s trial and execution, and an inscription translates, “And the flames rose up.” The statue, facing a Vatican administration building, was erected in 1889, a time when the new state of Italy and the Vatican were feuding. Vatican officials protested the heretic in their midst, but they were overruled by angry neighborhood locals. This district is still known for its free spirit and antiauthoritarian demonstrations.


The square is surrounded by fun eateries, and is great for people-watching. Bruno faces the bustling Forno (bakery in the left corner of the square), where takeout pizza bianca (and much more) is sold hot from the oven.


• If Bruno did a hop, step, and jump forward, then turned left, in a block he’d reach...


2 Piazza Farnese: While the higgledy-piggledy Campo de’ Fiori feels free and easy, the 16th-century Renaissance Piazza Farnese, named for the family whose palace dominates it, seems to stress order. The Farnese family was nouveau riche and needed to make a statement. They hired Michelangelo to help design their palace. He created the jutting roofline (the cornice), and made the window in the very center a little wider than the others. This gave the whole facade a pleasant symmetry and focused attention on the balcony, from where Farnese nobles gave speeches.


Note the flags over the entrance and the security presence. The palazzo now houses the French embassy. The twin fountains decorating the square date from the third century and were made with repurposed stone tubs from the ancient Baths of Caracalla. Rome is famous for its fountains. In times past, they were functional, providing neighborhoods with a water supply. These particular fountains are fed by an ancient aqueduct, the Aqua Virgo. It’s the same source that feeds the Trevi Fountain and others that we’ll see along this walk. After 2,000 years, the aqueduct is still bringing the water of life into the city.
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• Walk back to Campo de’ Fiori, cross the square, and continue a couple of blocks down...


3 Via dei Baullari to Corso Vittorio Emanuele II: As you slalom through the crowds, notice the crush of cheap cafés, bars, and restaurants—the center of medieval Rome is morphing into a playground for tourists, students, and locals visiting from the suburbs. High rents are driving families out and changing the character of this district. That’s why the Campo de’ Fiori market increasingly sells more gifty edibles than basic fruits and vegetables.


After a couple of blocks, you reach the busy boulevard, Corso Vittorio Emanuele II. In Rome, any road big enough to have city buses like this is post-unification: constructed after 1870. Look left and right down the street—the uniform facades are mostly 19th-century Neo-Renaissance, built after this main thoroughfare sliced through the city.


• Cross Corso Vittorio Emanuele II, and enter a square with a statue of Marco Minghetti, an early Italian prime minister. Angle left at the statue, walking along the left side of the skippable City Museum of Rome, down Via di San Pantaleo. A block down, at the corner, over your right shoulder you’ll find a beat-up old statue.


4 Pasquino: Pasquino—a third-century BC statue that was discovered near here—is one of Rome’s “talking statues.” For 500 years, this statue served as a kind of community billboard, allowing people to post complaints anonymously when it might be dangerous to speak up. To this day, you’ll see political posters, strike announcements, and grumbling graffiti. The statue looks worn down by centuries of griping.


• Facing Pasquino, veer left and head up Via di Pasquino. You’ll soon emerge into a place where all the layers of Rome are on display: ancient, medieval, Baroque, and contemporary.


5 Piazza Navona: This long, oblong square is dotted with fountains, busy with outdoor cafés, lined with palazzos and churches, and thronged with happy visitors. By its shape you might guess that this square started out as a racetrack, part of the training grounds built here by Emperor Domitian around AD 80. That was the same year the Colosseum opened: Rome was at its peak.
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But much of what we see today came in the 1600s, when the whole place got a major renovation. At the time, the popes were trying to put some big scandals behind them, and beautification projects like this were a peace offering to the public.


Three Baroque fountains decorate the piazza. The first fountain, at the southern end, features a North African Moor wrestling with a dolphin. In 17th-century Rome, Moors represented all that was exotic and mysterious. In the fountain at the northern (far) end, Neptune slays a giant octopus.


The most famous, though, is in the center: the Four Rivers Fountain by Gian Lorenzo Bernini, the man who in the mid-1600s remade Rome in the Baroque style. It’s topped with an Egyptian-style obelisk—another of the themes we’ll see along this walk. Obelisks were popular with Roman emperors because Egyptian society saw its rulers as divine—an idea Roman rulers liked to promote.
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Get close to admire Bernini’s four enormous statues at the base. As the water of the world gushes everywhere, these four burly river gods represent the world’s four quarters.


Piazza Navona is Rome’s most interesting night scene, with street music, artists, fire-eaters, local Casanovas, gelato, and outdoor cafés that are worthy of a splurge to sit and enjoy Italy’s human river.


• Leave Piazza Navona directly across from Tre Scalini (famous for its tartufo, a rich, chocolate gelato concoction), and go east down Corsia Agonale, past rose peddlers and palm readers. Ahead of you (across the busy street) stands the stately Palazzo Madama, where the Italian Senate meets. (Hence the high security.) Jog left around this building, and follow the brown Pantheon sign straight down Via del Salvatore.


After a block, you’ll pass (on your left) the Church of San Luigi dei Francesi, with its très French decor and precious Caravaggio paintings. If it’s open, pop in. Otherwise, continue along, following the crowd to...


6 The Pantheon: Perhaps the most magnificent building surviving from ancient Rome is this temple to the “pantheon” (literally, all the gods).


The 40-foot, single-piece granite columns of the Pantheon’s entrance show the scale the ancient Romans built on. The columns support a triangular Greek-style roof with an inscription that proclaims, “M. Agrippa built this.” In fact, the present structure was built (fecit) by Emperor Hadrian (AD 120), who gave credit to the builder of an earlier temple. This impressive entranceway gives no clue that the greatest wonder of the building is inside—a domed room that inspired later domes, including Michelangelo’s St. Peter’s and Brunelleschi’s Duomo in Florence.
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If it’s open (and not overwhelmed by crowds), pop into the Pantheon (for details on the interior, see here or [image: Image] download my free Pantheon audio tour). Afterward, consider detouring to several interesting churches nearby (see here).


If the Pantheon is closed, just stand for a while under the portico, which is romantically floodlit and moonlit at night.


• To continue this walk, with your back to the Pantheon, veer to the right, uphill toward the yellow sign on Via Orfani that reads Casa del Caffè—you’ve reached the...


7 Caffè Tazza d’Oro: This is one of Rome’s most venerable coffee shops, dating back to the days when this area was licensed to roast coffee beans. Locals come here for a shot of espresso or, when it’s hot, a refreshing granita di caffè con panna (coffee and crushed ice with whipped cream).


• From here, our walk continues past some interesting landmarks to the Trevi Fountain. To get there more directly, you could take a shortcut by bearing right at the coffee shop onto Via de’ Pastini, which leads through Piazza di Pietra (with some surviving chunks of the Temple of Hadrian), then across busy Via del Corso, where it becomes the touristy, pedestrianized Via delle Muratte and heads straight for the fountain.


To stick with me for the slightly longer version, bear left at the coffee shop and continue uphill on Via degli Orfani to the next square...


8 Piazza Capranica: This square is dominated by the big, plain, Florentine-Renaissance-style Palazzo Capranica (opposite where you entered). Its stubby tower was once much taller, but when a stronger government arrived, the nobles were all ordered to shorten their towers. Just to the left, notice the Madonnella (little Madonna), a tiny circular shrine on the street corner. The church on the square, Santa Maria in Aquiro, is older than its Baroque-era facade—like so many of Rome’s churches.


• Leave the piazza to the right of the palazzo, heading down Via in Aquiro. The street jogs to the left and into a square called...


9 Piazza di Montecitorio: This square, home to Italy’s Parliament, is marked by an Egyptian obelisk from the sixth century BC. It adorned a temple in Egypt for half a millennium before Emperor Augustus brought it to Rome as a trophy proclaiming his victory over Mark Antony and Cleopatra. Made of red granite, the obelisk stands 70 feet tall—or well over 100 feet when you include the base.
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In Augustus’ day, the obelisk acted as a sundial and calendar, aligned to cast a shadow across the solarium altar on the emperor’s birthday. Today, the obelisk still functions as a sundial. Follow the zodiac markings in the pavement to the square’s next big sight—the Italian Parliament. This impressive building is where the legislature’s lower chamber (the equivalent of the US House of Representatives) attempts to govern the nation.


• One block to your right is Piazza Colonna, where we’re heading next—though a security closure may require you to take the smaller lane near where you entered the square.


If you like gelato, a one-block detour to the left (past Hotel Nazionale) brings you to a famous Roman gelateria, Giolitti.


10 Piazza Colonna and Via del Corso: The square features a massive column that has stood here since the second century AD. The column’s shaft is 12 feet across, almost 100 feet tall, and stands on a 30-foot base, which rests on a platform. It’s a particularly imposing-looking column because it doesn’t taper at the top. The whole thing is carved from the finest white marble in the world, from Carrara—the favorite quarry of the ancient Romans and of Michelangelo.
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This isn’t a single piece of marble. It’s 28 cylindrical blocks stacked atop each other like a pile of 10-ton checkers. A carved frieze winds from the bottom to the top, telling the story of Emperor Marcus Aurelius heroically battling barbarians around AD 170.


Beyond Piazza Colonna runs noisy Via del Corso, Rome’s main north-south boulevard. In ancient times, this was the Via Flaminia, the highway that stretched from the Roman Forum to the Adriatic coast. For 2,000 years, all travelers from northern Europe first entered Rome and headed downtown on this street. In the Middle Ages, the street brought pilgrims to the Vatican.


The street was renamed “corso” for a famous medieval horse race that took place here during the crazy Carnevale season leading up to Lent. In 1854, Via del Corso became one of Rome’s first gas-lit streets. It still hosts some of the city’s most chic stores. Every evening, the pedestrian-only stretch of the Corso is packed with people on parade, taking to the streets for their passeggiata.


Before crossing the street, look left (past the prime strolling zone to the obelisk marking Piazza del Popolo—the ancient north gate of the city) and right (to the Victor Emmanuel Monument).


• Cross Via del Corso to enter a palatial building with columns, the Galleria Alberto Sordi shopping mall. To the left are pay WCs. Go to the right and exit out the back. (If the mall is closed, circle around the right side of the Galleria on Via dei Sabini.) At any time, be on guard for pickpockets, who thrive in the nearby Trevi Fountain crowds. Once out the back, the tourist kitsch builds as you head up Via dei Crociferi to the roar of the water, lights, and people at the...
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11 Trevi Fountain: The Trevi Fountain is the ultimate showcase for Rome’s love affair with water. Architect Nicola Salvi conceived this liquid Baroque avalanche in 1762, cleverly incorporating the palace behind the fountain as a theatrical backdrop. Center stage is the enormous figure known simply as the “Ocean.” He symbolizes water in every form. The statue stands in his shell-shaped chariot, surfing through his wet dream. Water gushes from 24 spouts and tumbles over 30 different kinds of plants. Winged horses represent cresting waves. They’re led by Tritons who blow on their conch shells. Drammatico!


[image: Image]


The square that faces the fountain has a lively atmosphere. The magic is enhanced by the fact that no streets directly approach it. You can hear the excitement as you draw near, and then—bam!—you’re there. (Before 21:00, you’ll need to wait in a line to get down to the water.) Enjoy the scene. Romantics toss a coin over their shoulder into the fountain. Legend says it will assure your return to Rome. Every year I go through this tourist ritual...and so far it’s working.


• Facing the Trevi Fountain, walk along its right side up Via della Stamperia. Cross busy Via del Tritone. At the McDonald’s, angle left as you continue about 30 yards up Via del Nazareno to #9, where you’ll pass a fence on the left, with an exposed bit of that ancient Aqua Virgo aqueduct. At the T-intersection ahead, turn right on Via Sant’Andrea delle Fratte. After you cross another street, the street you’re on becomes Via di Propaganda. Up ahead, you’ll pass alongside the...


12 Palazzo di Propaganda Fide: At #1, on the right, the white-and-yellow entrance marks the palace from which the Catholic Church “propagated,” or spread, its message to the world. Back in the 1600s, this “Propaganda Palace” was the headquarters of the Catholic Church’s P.R. department—a priority after the Reformation. The facade was designed by that dynamic Baroque architect, Borromini (with his concave lines). It flies the yellow-and-white flag signifying that it is still owned by the Vatican.


• The street opens up into a long piazza. You’re approaching the Spanish Steps. But first, pause at the...


13 Column of the Immaculate Conception: Atop a tall column stands a bronze statue of Mary. She wears a diadem of stars for a halo, and stands on a crescent moon atop a globe of the earth, which is crushing a satanic serpent.


Picture the festive scene here every December 8, the feast day of the Immaculate Conception. The pope attends, the fire department brings out a ladder truck, and fresh flowers are placed high on Mary’s statue. (You may see wilted remains of a flower wreath in Mary’s hand.) This is the traditional event that kicks off Rome’s Christmas season—the locals all go home and decorate their trees on this December day.
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To Mary’s immaculate left stands the Spanish embassy to the Vatican. Rome has double the embassies of a normal capital because here countries need two: one to Italy and one to the Vatican. And because of this 300-year-old embassy, the square and its famous steps are called “Spanish.”


• Just 100 yards past Mary, you reach the climax of our walk, the...


14 Spanish Steps: The wide, curving staircase is one of Rome’s iconic sights. Its 138 steps lead sharply up from Piazza di Spagna. Partway up, the steps fan out around a central terrace, forming a butterfly shape. The design culminates at the top in an obelisk framed between two Baroque church towers.


For decades the steps were a favorite Roman hangout (see photo), but in 2019 the city banned people from sitting on them. Though you still may see people sitting on the steps, doing so could result in the police telling you to get up and move or possibly issuing a hefty fine.


At the foot of the steps is the aptly named Sinking Boat Fountain. It was built by Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s father, Pietro. This fountain is powered by that same Aqua Virgo aqueduct. Because the water pressure here is low, the water can’t shoot high in the air. So Bernini designed the fountain to be low-key—a sinking boat filled with water.
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The piazza is a thriving scene both day and night. From here you can window-shop along Via dei Condotti, which stretches away from the steps. But before you head off, take a final 360-degree spin of the piazza. It features many of the themes we’ve enjoyed on this walk—fountains, obelisks, public spaces, statues, and gelato. Most of all, it’s a glimpse at today’s Rome—a city where friends and families live much the same kind of life as their ancient ancestors.
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