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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.


[image: Image]


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught thousands 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 offers you a balanced mix of Rome’s brutal but bella sightseeing: breathtaking ancient and religious sights, world-class museums, and lively people zones. And it’s selective—rather than listing dozens of neighborhoods, we recommend only the best ones. Our self-guided museum tours and city walks give insight into Rome’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


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 Rome 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 from the positive feedback we receive from readers, 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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INTRODUCTION


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Planning


TRIP COSTS


WHEN TO GO


Before You Go


Travel Smart


Rome is magnificent and brutal at the same time. It’s a showcase of Western civilization, with astonishingly ancient sights and a modern vibrancy. But if you’re careless, you’ll be run down or pickpocketed. And with the wrong attitude, you’ll be frustrated by the kind of chaos that only an Italian can understand. On my last visit, a cabbie struggling with the traffic said, “Roma chaos.” I responded, “Bella chaos.” He agreed.


Rome is a magnificent tangled urban forest. If your hotel provides a comfortable refuge; if you pace yourself; if you embrace the siesta plan; if you’re well-organized for sightseeing; and if you protect yourself and your valuables, you’ll love it. (And Rome is much easier to live with if you can avoid the midsummer heat.)


More than two thousand years ago the word “Rome” meant civilization itself. Everything was either civilized (part of the Roman world) or barbarian. Today, Rome is Italy’s political capital, the capital of Catholicism, and the center of its ancient empire, littered with evocative remains. As you peel through its fascinating and jumbled layers, you’ll find Rome’s buildings, cats, laundry, traffic, and 2.8 million people endlessly entertaining. And then, of course, there are its stupendous sights.


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 bright as the day it was painted in the restored Sistine Chapel. Do the “Caesar Shuffle” through ancient Rome’s Forum and Colosseum. Savor the sumptuous Borghese Gallery, and take an early evening “Dolce Vita Stroll” down Via del Corso with Rome’s beautiful people. Dine well at least once. Stop often for gelato. And enjoy an after-dark walk from Campo de’ Fiori to the Spanish Steps, lacing together Rome’s Baroque and bubbly nightspots.



ABOUT THIS BOOK



Rick Steves Rome 2018 is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The co-author of this book is Gene Openshaw. Since our first “Europe through the gutter” trip together as high school buddies in the 1970s, Gene and I have been exploring the wonders of the Old World. An inquisitive historian and lover of European culture, Gene wrote most of this book’s self-guided museum tours and neighborhood walks. Together, Gene and I keep this book current (though for simplicity, from this point “we” will shed our respective egos and become “I”).


In this book, you’ll find the following chapters:


Orientation to Rome has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information. The “Planning Your Time” section suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Sights in Rome describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


The Self-Guided Walks and Tours lead you through the heart of Rome, connecting the great monuments and atmospheric squares. You’ll tour the Pantheon, Colosseum, Roman Forum, Palatine Hill, and Capitoline Museums. You’ll visit the pilgrimage churches, including the grandest of all—St. Peter’s. You’ll see the Vatican Museums, Borghese Gallery, National Museum of Rome, and St. Peter-in-Chains Church. You’ll explore Trastevere, the crusty, colorful neighborhood across the river; learn about the Jewish ghetto, the city’s old Jewish quarter; and take a spin on the ancient Appian Way.


Sleeping in Rome describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges, in several convenient (and for Rome, relatively quiet) neighborhoods near the sights.


Eating in Rome serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive cafés to fancy restaurants.


Rome with Children includes my top recommendations for keeping your kids (and you) happy.


Shopping in Rome gives you tips for shopping painlessly and enjoyably, without letting it overwhelm your vacation or ruin your budget.


Nightlife in Rome is your guide to fun, including concerts, nightclubs, and my Dolce Vita Stroll.


Rome Connections lays the groundwork for your smooth arrival and departure, covering transportation by train, plane, bus, car, and cruise ship, with detailed information on Rome’s two airports (Fiumicino and Ciampino) and its two train stations (the main Termini Station and smaller Tiburtina).


Day Trips cover nearby sights: Ostia Antica, Tivoli, Naples, and Pompeii.


The Roman History chapter takes you on a whirlwind tour through the ages, covering three millennia from ancient Rome to the city today.


The Practicalities chapter near the end of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation.


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and Italian survival phrases.


Throughout this book, you’ll find money- and time-saving tips for sightseeing, transportation, and more. Some businesses—especially hotels and walking tour companies—offer special discounts to my readers, indicated in their listings.


Browse through this book and select your favorite sights. Then have a great trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting my favorite Romans.


Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRIP COSTS


Six components make up your trip costs: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, shopping/miscellany, and gelato.


Airfare to Europe: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Rome can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If Rome is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, into Rome and out of Paris. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: For a typical one-week visit, allow $60-100 for taxis (which can be shared by up to four people); if you opt for buses and the Metro, figure about $30 per person. The cost of round-trip transportation to day-trip destinations ranges from minimal (a few dollars to get to Tivoli or Ostia Antica) to pricey ($90 for second-class train tickets for a day trip to Naples and Pompeii—book a month in advance for deals). For a one-way trip between Rome’s main airport and the city center, allow $15 per person by train or about $55 by taxi (can be shared by up to 4 people). For more on trains and flights, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.




Rome Almanac


Population: Approximately 2.8 million people


Currency: Euro (€)


Nickname: The Eternal City


City Layout: Rome, the capital of Italy, is divided into 22 rioni (districts). Of the famous seven hills of Rome, you’re most likely to see Palatine Hill (birthplace of the legendary founders of the city, Romulus and Remus), Capitoline Hill (topped by museums and a Michelangelo-designed square), and the Quirinale, one of the highest of the hills and the site of many of my recommended hotels.


Best Viewpoints: From the rooftop of the Victor Emmanuel Monument (you can take the Rome from the Sky elevator to the top); from the top of the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica; and from the top of Castel Sant’Angelo. The best view of the Roman Forum is from Capitoline Hill—particularly the Tabularium (underground galleries) that are part of the Capitoline Museums.


Best Strolls: Two major thoroughfares are open to pedestrians and closed to traffic: the northern part of Via del Corso (best for strolling Mon-Sat around 17:00-19:00, earlier afternoon on Sun) and the southern part of Via dei Fori Imperiali (open to buses/taxis Mon-Sat, closed to all vehicles Sun). My two favorite walks in Rome take me through Trastevere, and through the heart of the city at night. The Monti area (near the Roman Forum) is another enjoyable area to wander.


Tourist Tracks: The Colosseum attracts about six million visitors every year. About €3,000 is collected from the Trevi Fountain daily.


Culture Count: The vast majority of Romans are indigenous Italians; only about 10 percent of the city’s residents are immigrants, mostly from Poland, Romania, Ukraine, and Albania. Rome’s population is largely Roman Catholic.


Average Roman: The average Roman is 44 years old, has 1.4 children, and will live until the age of 82.





Room and Board: You can manage comfortably in Rome in 2018 on $125 a day per person for room and board. This allows $15 for lunch, $30 for dinner, and $80 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $160 double room). Students and tightwads can enjoy Rome for as little as $65 a day ($35 for a hostel bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Figure about $15-20 per major sight (Colosseum, Vatican Museums), $2 for minor ones (lights to illuminate art in churches), and $30 for splurge experiences (such as concerts). An overall average of $20 per day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Rome.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $3 per postcard and $3 per coffee, soft drink, and gelato. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


WHEN TO GO


Rome’s best travel months (also busiest and most expensive) are April, May, June, September, October, and early November. These months combine the convenience of peak season with pleasant weather.


The most grueling thing about travel in Rome is the summer heat in July and August, when temperatures can soar to the high 90s and pricier hotels discount their rooms. Fortunately, air-conditioning is the norm in all but the cheapest hotels (though it’s generally available only from June through September).


Spring and fall can be cool, and many hotels do not turn on their heat. Rome is fine in winter—cool and crisp with temperatures in the 40s and 50s (see the climate chart in the appendix). Street life stays in full swing all year, as restaurants set up heaters to warm outdoor tables, and nativity scenes grace churches through January. Off-season has none of the sweat and stress of the tourist season, but sights may have shorter hours, lunchtime breaks, and fewer activities. Confirm your sightseeing plans locally, especially when traveling off-season.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter at the end of this book (and www.ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks).


Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. You won’t want a car in congested Rome, but if you’ll be touring the countryside beyond, figure out your main form of transportation: You can buy train tickets as you go, get a rail pass, rent a car, or book a cheap flight. (You can wing it in Europe, but it may cost more.) Drivers: Consider bringing an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com) along with your license.




[image: Image] Stick This Guidebook in Your Ear! [image: Image]


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy for you to download my audio tours of many of Europe’s top sights and listen to them offline during your travels. In Rome, these include my Heart of Rome Walk, Trastevere Walk, Jewish Ghetto Walk, and Naples Walk plus tours of the Pantheon, St. Peter’s Basilica, Roman Forum, Colosseum, Sistine Chapel, Vatican Museums, Ostia Antica, Naples’ Archaeological Museum, and Pompeii. Sights covered by audio tours are marked in this book with this symbol: [image: Image]. The app also offers insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from Italy and around the globe. It’s all free! You can download the app via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or Amazon’s Appstore. For more info, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve or buy tickets ahead for major sights, saving you from long ticket-buying lines. Reservations for the Vatican Museums are highly recommended (see here) and may be helpful for the Colosseum and the Roman Forum (see here). Reservations are required for the Borghese Gallery (see here).


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translation, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.



Travel Smart



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 www.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 travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). 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 where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen.


Beat the summer heat. If you wilt easily, choose a hotel with air-conditioning, start your day early, take a midday siesta at your hotel, and resume your sightseeing later. 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 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 making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late.


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.


[image: Image]


Attempt the language. Many Italians—especially in the tourist trade and in cities—speak English, but if you learn some Italian, even just a few phrases, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


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, church facade, or gelato. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Italy...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO ROME


ROME: A VERBAL MAP


Map: Rome’s Neighborhoods


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Map: Overview of Maps


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Greater Rome


ARRIVAL IN ROME


HELPFUL HINTS


DEALING WITH (AND AVOIDING) PROBLEMS


GETTING AROUND ROME


Map: Rome’s Public Transportation


Tours in Rome


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Sprawling Rome actually feels manageable once you get to know it. 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. It takes about an hour to walk from Termini Station to the Vatican.


ROME: A VERBAL MAP


Think of Rome as a collection of neighborhoods, huddling around major landmarks.


Ancient Rome: In ancient times, this was home to the grandest buildings of a city of a million people. Today, the best of the classical sights stand in a line from the Colosseum to the Forum to the Pantheon. 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.” It stretches eastward from the Tiber River through Campo de’ Fiori and Piazza Navona, past the Pantheon to the Trevi Fountain.


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


North Rome: With the Spanish Steps, Villa Borghese Gardens, and trendy shopping streets (Via Veneto and the “shopping triangle”—the area along Via del Corso and between the Spanish Steps, Piazza Venezia, and Piazza del Popolo), this is a more modern, classy area.


East Rome: This includes the area around Termini Station and Piazza della Repubblica, with many recommended hotels and public-transportation connections. Just to the south and east is the neighborhood I call “Pilgrim’s Rome,” with several prominent churches.
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Trastevere: South of Vatican City and just west of the Pantheon neighborhood is Trastevere, the colorful, wrong-side-of-the-river neighborhood with a village feel. It’s the city at its crustiest—and perhaps most “Roman.”


South Rome: Farther south are the postindustrial Testaccio neighborhood, the 1930s suburb of E.U.R., and the Appian Way, home of the catacombs.


Within each of these neighborhoods, you’ll find elements from the many layers of Rome’s 2,500-year story: the marble ruins of ancient times; tangled streets of the medieval world; early Christian churches; grand Renaissance buildings and statues; Baroque fountains and church facades; 19th-century apartments; and 21st-century boulevards choked with traffic.


Since no one is allowed to build taller than St. Peter’s dome, and virtually no buildings have been constructed in the city center since Mussolini got distracted in 1938, central Rome has no modern skyline. The Tiber River is basically ignored—after Italy unified (1870) and Rome became the capital, the banks were built up very high to guard against the frequent floods, and Rome turned its back on its naughty river.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


After considering Rome’s major tourist sights, I’ve covered just my favorites. You won’t be able to see all of these, so don’t try—assume you’ll come back. After several dozen visits, I still have a healthy list of excuses to return.


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 8:30 at the Colosseum. Then explore the Forum, hike over Capitoline Hill, and cap your “Caesar Shuffle” with a visit to the Pantheon. After a quick lunch, taxi to the Vatican Museums, then head to St. Peter’s Basilica (open until 19:00 April-Sept). Taxi back to Campo de’ Fiori to find dinner. Finish your day lacing together all the famous floodlit spots (see my Heart of Rome Walk chapter). Note: This busy plan is possible only if you reserve your tickets to both the Colosseum and the Vatican Museums in advance.


Rome in Two to Three Days


On the first day, do the “Caesar Shuffle” from the Colosseum to the Forum, then over Capitoline Hill to the Pantheon. After a siesta, join the locals strolling from Piazza del Popolo to the Spanish Steps (see the “Dolce Vita Stroll” in the Nightlife in Rome chapter). On the second day, see Vatican City (St. Peter’s, climb the dome, tour the 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 a third day, add the Borghese Gallery (reservations required) and the Capitoline Museums.


Rome in Seven Days


Rome is a great one-week getaway. Its sights can keep even the most fidgety traveler well entertained for a week.
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Day 1:


	Do the “Caesar Shuffle” from the Colosseum to the Forum, Capitoline Museums, Victor Emmanuel Monument viewpoint, and Pantheon. Spend the late afternoon doing the Heart of Rome Walk. While it’s an exhausting day, you now have your bearings and have seen the essential Rome.






	Day 2:

	Morning—National Museum of Rome and the nearby Baths of Diocletian. In the afternoon do my Jewish Ghetto Walk followed immediately by the Trastevere Walk. Enjoy dinner in Trastevere.






	Day 3:

	Vatican City—St. Peter’s Basilica, dome climb, and Vatican Museums. Spend the early evening shopping and enjoying the local passeggiata by doing the “Dolce Vita Stroll.”






	Day 4:

	Side-trip to Ostia Antica (closed Mon). In the evening, you could repeat my Heart of Rome Walk from Campo de’ Fiori to the Spanish Steps to enjoy the after-dark scene.






	Day 5:

	Borghese Gallery (reservation required) and Pilgrim’s Rome: the churches of San Giovanni in Laterano, Santa Maria Maggiore, and San Clemente (see Pilgrim’s Rome Tour chapter).






	Day 6:

	Side-trip to Naples and Pompeii.






	Day 7:

	You choose—Hadrian’s Villa near Tivoli, Appian Way with catacombs, E.U.R., Testaccio sights, a food tour, shopping, Galleria Doria Pamphilj, Castel Sant’Angelo, or more time at the Vatican.









Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Rome has about a dozen small city-run tourist information offices scattered around town that sell city maps and Roma Passes (explained on here). The largest TIs are at Fiumicino Airport (Terminal 3, daily 8:00-21:00) and Termini train station (daily 8:00-18:45, exit by track 24 and walk 100 yards down along Via Giovanni Giolitti). Little kiosks (most open daily 9:30-19:00) are on Via Nazionale (at Palazzo delle Esposizioni), between the Trevi Fountain and Pantheon (at the corner of Via del Corso and Via Minghetti), near Piazza Navona (at Piazza delle Cinque Lune), and in Trastevere (at Piazza Sidney Sonnino). A larger information center is directly across from the Forum entrance, on Via dei Fori Imperiali (see here). There are also offices at Tiburtina train station and Ciampino Airport.


The TI’s website is www.turismoroma.it, but a better site for practical information is www.060608.it. That’s also the number for Rome’s call center—the best source of up-to-date tourist information, with English speakers on staff (answered daily 9:00-21:00, just dial 06-0608, and press 2 for English).


At any TI, ask for a free city map (or pay for a better one). Your hotel will have a freebie map and may also have a booklet with up-to-date listings of the city’s sights and hours. To find the city’s many small streets and alleys, map apps work better than paper maps. If you do want a paper map, you’ll find better quality ones at bookstores than at newsstands. See here for recommended public transport maps.
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Several English-language websites, oriented to those staying longer in Rome, provide insight into events and daily life in the city: www.inromenow.com (light tourist info on lots of topics), www.wantedinrome.com (events and accommodations), and www.angloinfo.com/rome (living in and moving to Rome).


ARRIVAL IN ROME


For a rundown of Rome’s train stations and airports, see the Rome Connections chapter.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: These sights are closed: the Vatican Museums (except the last Sun of the month, when it’s free and even more crowded), Villa Farnesina (except the second Sun of the month), Catacombs of San Sebastiano, and Testaccio Market. In the morning, the Porta Portese flea market opens, and the old center is delightfully quiet. Much of the Appian Way is closed to traffic and fun to stroll. On the first Sunday of each month, the following sights are free and very crowded (no reservations available): Colosseum, Roman Forum, Palatine Hill, Borghese Gallery, National Museum of Rome, Castel Sant’Angelo, Etruscan Museum, and Baths of Caracalla.


Monday: Many sights are closed, including the National Museum of Rome, Borghese Gallery, Catacombs of Priscilla, Montemartini Museum, Etruscan Museum, Museum of the Liberation of Rome, MAXXI, some Appian Way sights (Tomb of Cecilia Metella and the Circus and Villa of Maxentius), Ostia Antica, and Villa d’Este (at Tivoli).


Major sights that are open include the Colosseum, Forum, Vatican Museums, Capitoline Museum, Ara Pacis, and the Museum of the Imperial Forums (includes Trajan’s Market and Trajan’s Forum), among others. Churches are open as usual. The Baths of Caracalla close early in the afternoon.


Tuesday: All sights are open in Rome. This isn’t a good day to side-trip to Naples because its Archaeological Museum is closed.


Wednesday: All sights are open, except the Catacombs of San Callisto. St. Peter’s Basilica is typically closed in the morning for a papal audience.


Thursday/Friday: All sights are open.


Saturday: Most sights are open in Rome, except for the Synagogue and Jewish Museum.





HELPFUL HINTS


Sightseeing Tips: Those planning at least a couple days of sightseeing can save money by buying the Roma Pass (see here), available at TIs and participating sights. For the crowded Colosseum and Roman Forum/Palatine Hill, use the Roma Pass or buy a ticket online to shorten the wait in line. To sidestep the long Vatican Museums line, reserve an entry time online (see here for details). Reservations are required for the Borghese Gallery—make them at least a few days in advance (see here).


Wi-Fi: All hotels in this book have Wi-Fi, but if yours doesn’t, your hotelier can point you to a café that does.


Bookstores: It’s easy to find stores selling English-language books (Anglo American and Open Door closed Sun, others open daily). There are two large chains: Borri Books at Termini Station, and Feltrinelli International, with a large English section, just off Piazza della Repubblica at Via Vittorio Emanuele Orlando 86 (see map on here, tel. 06-487-0171). A few small, independent bookstores have a more personal touch: The Anglo-American Bookshop has great art and history sections (closed all day Sun and Mon morning, a few blocks south of Spanish Steps at Via della Vite 102—see map on here, tel. 06-679-5222). In Trastevere, the Almost Corner Bookshop stocks an extensive Italian-interest section (Via del Moro 45—see map on here, tel. 06-583-6942, Dermot from Ireland), and the Open Door Bookshop carries the only used books in English in town (closed Sun, Via della Lungaretta 23—see map on here, tel. 06-589-6478).


Laundry: Coin launderettes are common in Rome. Your hotelier can direct you to the closest one. The Wash & Dry Lavarapido chain has a branch near Piazza Barberini (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, closed Sun, Via degli Avignonesi 17—see map on here, tel. 06-4201-3158). The Funny Palace Hostel’s Splashnet, two blocks from Termini, offers full-serve laundry for about the same price (see details on here).


Travel Agencies: You can get train tickets and rail-pass-related reservations and supplements at travel agencies (at little or no additional cost), instead of making a trip to a train station or purchasing online. Your hotelier will know of a convenient agency.


DEALING WITH (AND AVOIDING) PROBLEMS


Theft Alert: While violent crime is rare in the city center, petty theft is rampant. Pickpockets troll through the tourist crowds around the Colosseum, Forum, Vatican, and all train and Metro stations. Always use your money belt. Keep nothing important in your pockets. 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 (like at the Trevi Fountain or in front of a famous painting in a church) and wear backpacks in front, especially 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 and 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, or may be moms with babies or gangs of children.


Scams abound: 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. If a bank machine eats your ATM card, see if there’s a thin plastic insert with a tongue hanging out that thieves use to extract it.


Beggars: Throughout Rome, you may encounter downtrodden-looking people asking for money. Know that social services are available to them, and give at your own discretion.


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). You’ll need the report to file an insurance claim for lost gear, and it can help with replacing your passport—first file the police report, then call your embassy to make an appointment (US embassy: tel. 06-46741, http://italy.usembassy.gov, Via Vittorio Veneto 121). For information on how to report lost or stolen credit cards, see here.


Emergency Numbers: Police—tel. 113. Ambulance—tel. 118.


Pedestrian Safety: Your main safety concern in Rome is crossing streets without incident. 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 need to stop at red lights, and even cars exercise what drivers call the “logical option” of not stopping if they see no oncoming traffic. Each year, as noisy gasoline-powered scooters are replaced by electric ones, the streets get quieter (hooray) but more dangerous for pedestrians.


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, don’t be a deer in the headlights. Find a gap in the traffic and walk with confidence while making eye contact with approaching drivers—they won’t hit you if 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 (the Forum has three).


Every neighborhood has a pharmacy (marked by a green cross). The 24-hour Farmacia Piram is several blocks down from Piazza della Repubblica at Via Nazionale 228 (tel. 06-488-4437). Pharmacies stay open late in Termini Station (daily 7:30-22:00, along northeast side of station, enter from Via Marsala), at Piazza dei Cinquecento 51 (Mon-Fri 7:00-23:30, Sat-Sun 8:00-23:00, next to Termini Station on the corner of Via Cavour—see map on here, tel. 06-488-0019), and in the Pantheon neighborhood (Farmacia Senato, between Piazza Navona and the Pantheon, Mon-Fri 7:30-24:30, Sat from 8:30, Sun 12:00-23:00, Corso del Rinascimento 50—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 for about €150 (tel. 06-808-0995, www.soccorso-medico.com). Another private clinic is International Medical Services, Via Firenze 47, tel. 06-488-2371. Anyone is entitled to emergency treatment at public hospitals. The hospital closest to Termini Station is Policlinico Umberto 1 (entrance for emergency treatment on Via Lancisi, translators available, Metro: Policlinico).


GETTING AROUND ROME


Sightsee on foot, by city bus, by Metro, or by taxi. I’ve grouped your sightseeing into walkable neighborhoods. Make it a point to visit sights in a logical order. Needless backtracking wastes precious time.
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Public Transportation


Rome’s public transportation system is cheap and efficient, but also confusing and crowded. Consider it part of your Roman experience, and if you get a seat, think of it as a bonus. 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 Rome pro.


The website www.atac.roma.it has a journey planner in English that will help you sort through the thicket of routes, as well as downloadable network maps. If you have a smartphone and an international data plan, consider downloading the free apps “Roma Bus” (by Movenda) or “Muoversi a Roma.”


There’s no official paper map of the system, but Edizioni Lozzi produces a frequently updated “Roma Metro Bus” map for €6 (at bookstores), which includes a booklet with details on all bus routes. For information by phone, call ATAC at 06-57003.


Buying Tickets


All public transportation uses the same ticket. It costs €1.50 and is valid for one Metro ride—including transfers underground—plus unlimited city buses and trams during a 100-minute period. Passes good on buses and the Metro are sold in increments of 24 hours (€7), 48 hours (€12.50), 72 hours (€18), one week (€24—about the cost of three taxi rides), and one month (€35, plus €3 for the rechargeable card, valid for a calendar month).


You can purchase tickets and passes from machines at Metro stations and a few major bus stops (cash only), and from some newsstands and tobacco shops (tabacchi, marked by a black-and-white T sign). Tickets are not sold on board. It’s smart to stock up on tickets early, or to buy a pass or a Roma Pass (which includes public transportation—see here). That way, you don’t have to run around searching for an open tobacco shop when you spot your bus approaching.


Validate your ticket by sticking it in the Metro turnstile (magnetic-strip-side up, arrow-side first) or in the machine when you board the bus (magnetic-strip-side down, arrow-side first)—watch others and imitate. It’ll return your ticket with your expiration time printed. To get through a Metro turnstile with a transit pass or Roma Pass, press the card to the turnstile’s electronic sensor pad. On buses and trams, you need to validate your pass only on your first time using it.


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 (Mon-Sat 7:00-20:00, Sun 8:00-20:00).


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. The Metro runs from 5:30 to 23:30 (Fri-Sat until 1:30 in the morning). The subway’s first and last compartments are generally the least crowded, and the least likely to harbor pickpockets.
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The partly finished line C serves only a suburb of little interest to tourists.


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. (The ATAC website has a PDF bus map that you can download, bookstores sell paper transport maps, and the ATAC journey planner is helpful.) Once you’re comfortable with the bus/tram system, you’ll find it’s easier than searching for a cab. Rome’s few tram lines function for all intents and purposes identically to buses.
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Buses—especially the touristy #40 and #64—are havens for thieves and pickpockets. These two lines in particular 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.
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On buses, tickets must be inserted in the yellow box with the digital readout (magnetic-strip-side down, arrow-side first; be sure to retrieve your ticket after it’s spit out). Do this as you board, otherwise you’re cheating. Inspectors fine even innocent-looking tourists €50. You don’t need to validate a transit pass or Roma Pass on the bus, as long as it’s been stamped elsewhere in the transit system. Bus etiquette (not always followed) is to board at the front or rear doors and exit at the middle.


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, but at most stops you’ll never know how long you have to wait. If your phone has Internet access, you can try checking the ATAC journey planner listed above.


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 and to watch pickpockets in action. The #64 can get horribly crowded.


Bus #40: This express bus, which mostly follows the #64 route (but ends near the Castel Sant’Angelo on the Vatican side of the river), is especially helpful—fewer stops and (somewhat) fewer crowds.


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). It doesn’t run on Sundays.


Tram #8: This tram connects Piazza Venezia and Largo Argentina with Trastevere (get off at Piazza Belli, just over the river) and runs further 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), and Piramide (Ostiense stop; Metro and gateway to Testaccio). Bus #280 follows much the same route from Trastevere to Piramide.


Other useful routes include:


Bus #16: Termini Station, Santa Maria Maggiore, and San Giovanni in Laterano.


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


Bus #62: Tiburtina, Piazza Barberini, Piazza Venezia, Piazza Pia (near Castel Sant’Angelo).


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


Buses #85 and #87: Piazza Navona (#87 only), Pantheon, Via del Corso (#85 only), Piazza Venezia, Forum, Colosseum, San Clemente, and San Giovanni in Laterano.




Bus Bravado


Zip around Rome like a local by learning to read the bus signs.


The sign in the photo shows the three buses (#40, #60, and #64) that stop at the “Nazionale (Torino)” stop. If you’re asking yourself the following questions, it’s got answers.
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1 Where am I? You’re at the bus stop (fermata) called Nazionale (Torino). There are several bus stops along Via Nazionale, identified by their cross-streets (in this case, Via Torino).


2 Which buses stop here? Three do: #40, #60, and #64. Notice the arrow—it shows which direction the bus is headed.


3 Where is the bus going? Bus #64, for example, starts its journey at “Termini” (Termini Station), goes to Repubblica, and then serves four stops along Via Nazionale. The stop you are at has a box around it. From here, the #64 continues to Piazza Venezia, Largo Argentina, makes several more stops, and ends its journey at Piazza Stazione San Pietro. Easy.


Scan the list to see if any of these buses stop where you want to go. If you don’t see your destination, look for a major stop where you can transfer—such as Largo Argentina, Piazza Venezia, or Termini Station. Note that if your destination is listed above your current bus stop, you need to cross the street to catch the bus going in the other direction.


4 When will my bus come? The bottom of the sign (not shown) lists the first and last departure times from the beginning of the route. “lun./ven.” means it runs on weekdays, “sab.” means Saturday, and “fest.” means Sundays and holidays.





Bus #492: Travels east-west across the city, connecting Tiburtina (train and bus stations), Largo Santa Susanna (near Piazza della Repubblica), 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).


Buses #660, #118, and #218: These run to/from the Appian Way.


Bus #714: Termini Station, Santa Maria Maggiore, San Giovanni in Laterano, Terme di Caracalla (Baths of Caracalla), and on to E.U.R.


Tram #2: Board near Flaminio Metro stop for easy access to MAXXI.


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.


Tram #19: Connects Piazza del Risorgimento and the Ottaviano Metro stop (by the Vatican Museums) to the Etruscan Museum and the Villa Borghese.


Elettrico Minibuses: Cute elettrico minibuses that wind through the narrow streets of old and interesting neighborhoods are great for transport or simple joyriding (although they’re so small it can be hard to find a seat). Elettrico #117 connects San Giovanni in Laterano, Colosseo, Via dei Serpenti, Trevi Fountain, Piazza di Spagna, and Piazza del Popolo—and vice versa. Where Via del Corso hits Piazza del Popolo, a #117 is usually parked and ready to go. Riding it from here to the end of the line, San Giovanni in Laterano, makes for a fine joyride that leaves you, conveniently, at a great sight.


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: €1.50 on Sun, €3.50 for nighttime hours of 22:00-6:00, one regular suitcase or bag rides free, tip by rounding up—€1 or so). Sample fares: Termini area to Vatican-€15; Termini area to Colosseum-€7; Termini area to the Borghese Gallery-€9; Colosseum to Trastevere-€12 (or look up your route at www.worldtaximeter.com).
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Calling a Cab: You can always just 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 06-3570, 06-4994, or 06-6645, or use the official city taxi line, 06-0609; they’ll likely ask you for an Italian phone number (give them your mobile number or your hotel’s).


The free MyTaxi app (www.mytaxi.com), popular with younger and tech-savvy Romans, lets you summon and pay for a taxi using your smartphone. After you enter your credit card number, the app charges you regular taxi fares and lets you add a tip.


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 by 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 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. When you pay the cabbie, have your wits about you. A common cabbie scam is to take your €20 note, drop it, and pick up a €5 note (similar color), claiming that’s what you gave him. To avoid this scam, pay in small bills; if you only have a large bill, show it to the cabbie as you state its face value.


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 any 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 Alternatives: Uber works in Rome as it does in the US, but has been the focus of legal challenges. The similar MyTaxi app orders an official white taxi.


By Bike


Riding a bicycle in Rome’s traffic is best suited to serious urban bikers—use caution and never assume you have the right of way. The best rides are on small streets in the city center, at the Villa Borghese Gardens, and along the Appian Way. Also, a bike path along the banks of the Tiber River makes a good 20-minute ride (easily accessed from the ramps at Porta Portese and Ponte Regina Margherita near Piazza del Popolo).


Top Bike Rental and Tours is professionally run by Roman bike enthusiasts who want to show off their city. Your rental comes with a helmet, a lock, and a handy map that suggests a route and indicates less-trafficked streets. They also offer English-only guided tours around the city (4 hours) and the Appian Way (6 hours); check their website for itineraries and schedules (rental: €15/day, €25/day for electric bike, 10 percent discount with this book, best to reserve in advance via email, bring ID for deposit; bike tours start at €45, reservations required; daily 10:00-19:00, Via Labicana 49, Metro: Colosseo—exit left and walk 10 minutes past the Colosseum, tel. 06-488-2893, www.topbikerental.com, info@topbikerental.com, ask for Florien from the Netherlands).


Cool Rent, a sidewalk operation, is cheaper but less helpful and has only basic bikes (€4/hour, €10/day, daily 9:30-20:00, Nov-March until 18:00, driver’s license or other ID for deposit, 10 yards to the right as you exit the Colosseo Metro stop). A second outlet is just off Via del Corso (on Largo di Lombardi, near corner of Via del Corso and Via della Croce, mobile 328-277-3993).


You can also rent a bike at the Appian Way (see the Ancient Appian Way Tour chapter) and in the Villa Borghese Gardens (see here).


Tours in Rome


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. Private guides are good but pricey (around €180 for a three-hour tour). Tour companies are cheaper (€30/person), but quality and organization are unreliable. If you do hire a private 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 below—and you’ll likely get a better guide.


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that illuminate some of Rome’s top sights and neighborhoods, including the Heart of Rome, Jewish Ghetto, and Trastevere walks, and tours of the Pantheon, Colosseum, Roman Forum, St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican Museums, Sistine Chapel, and Ostia Antica (see sidebar on here for details).


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. Prices (roughly €60/hour) flex with the day, season, and demand. Arrange your date and price by email. Carla Zaia (carlaromeguide@gmail.com); Cristina Giannicchi (mobile 338-111-4573, www.crisromanguide.com, crisgiannicchi@gmail.com); Sara Magister (a.magister@iol.it); Giovanna Terzulli (gioterzulli@gmail.com); Alessandra Mazzoccoli (www.romeandabout.com, alemazzoccoli@gmail.com); and Massimiliano Canneto (a Catholic guide with a Vatican forte, but does all of Rome, massicanneto@gmail.com).




Is the Pope Catholic?


Rome’s tour guides, who introduce tourists to the city’s great art and Christian history, field a lot of interesting questions and comments from their groups. Here are a few of their favorites:
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• Oh, to be here in Rome...where our Lord Jesus walked.


• Is this where Christ fought the lions?


• Who’s the guy on the cross?


• This guy who made so many nice things, Rene Sance, who is he?


• Was John Paul II the son of John Paul I?


• What’s the Sistine Chapel worth in US dollars?


• How did Michelangelo get Moses to pose for him?


• What’s Michelangelo doing now?


• (Upon seeing the arrow-pierced St. Sebastian) Oh, you Italians had problems with the Indians, too.





Francesca Caruso, who works almost full time with my tours when in Rome, has contributed generously to this book (www.francescacaruso.com, francescainroma@gmail.com). Popular with my readers, Francesca understandably books up quickly; if she’s busy, she’ll recommend one of her colleagues. At her website you can listen to the many interviews I’ve enjoyed with Francesca on my public radio program.


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 cost €25-30 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). Readers report that advertising can be misleading, and scheduling mishaps are common. Make sure you know what you are booking and when.


These companies are each well-established, creative, and competitive, with their various tours explained on their websites. Each offers a 10 percent discount with online bookings for Rick Steves travelers:


Enjoy Rome (tel. 06-445-1843, www.enjoyrome.com, info@enjoyrome.com).


Europe Odyssey (tel. 06-8854-2416, mobile 328-912-3720, www.europeodyssey.com, Rahul).


Through Eternity (for discount look for “Group Tours Rome” and enter “RICKSTEVES,” tel. 06-700-9336, www.througheternity.com, office@througheternity.com, Rob).


Walks of Italy (for discount enter “10ricksteves,” US tel. 888/683-8670, tel. 06-9480-4888, www.walksofitaly.com).


The Roman Guy (enter “ricksteves” for discount, ask about electric-assist bike tours, http://theromanguy.com, Sean Finelli).


Miles & Miles Private Tours, described under “Car & Minibus Tours,” below, also offers walking tours (www.milesandmiles.net).


Context Rome’s walking tours are more intellectual than most, designed for travelers with longer-than-average attention spans. They are more expensive (no discounts) and are led by “docents” rather than guides (tel. 06-9672-7371, US tel. 800-691-6036, www.contexttravel.com).


Tom Rankin, an American architect, offers thought-provoking architectural walks. They’re not cheap, but are worth it to some for the authentic local insights and the chance to participate in service-learning projects (half-day: €100/person or €400/group, US tel. 508-443-1961, info@tomrankinarchitect.com, www.tomrankinarchitect.com/walks/).


Sketching Rome Tours, offered by American expat Kelly Medford, draw on your creative side with fun, three-hour sketching tours geared to (aspiring) artists of any skill level ($125, www.sketchingrometours.com).


While some of the above also offer food-oriented walking tours, I’d favor the food-tour companies listed on here.


ON WHEELS


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Several different agencies run hop-on, hop-off tours around Rome. These tours are constantly evolving and offer varying combinations of sights. You can grab one (and pay as you board; usually around €20) at any stop; Termini Station and Piazza Venezia are handy hubs. Although the city is perfectly walkable and traffic jams can make the bus dreadfully slow, these open-top bus tours remain popular.
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Car and Minibus Tours



Autoservizi Monti Concezio, run by gentle, capable, and English-speaking Ezio (pronounced Etz-io), offers private cars or minibuses with driver/guides (car-€40/hour, minibus-€45/hour, 3-hour minimum for city sightseeing, transfers between cities are more expensive, mobile 335-636-5907 or 349-674-5643, www.tourservicemonti.it, info@tourservicemonti.it).


Miles & Miles Private Tours offers a number of tours, all with good English-speaking Italian driver/guides (descriptions and pricing on their website, mention Rick Steves when booking direct, then show the book to get a discount). They also provide walking tours, 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 (mobile 331-466-4900, www.milesandmiles.net, info@milesandmiles.net).


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA Europe), offering three-day and 10-day budget travel packages across Europe including accommodations, skip-the-line sightseeing, and unique local experiences. Locally guided and DIY unguided options are available for student and budget travelers in 13 of Europe’s most popular cities, including Rome (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com for details). Check out Andy’s tips, resources, and podcast at www.andysteves.com.
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SIGHTS IN ROME


Rome at a Glance


Ancient Rome


ANCIENT CORE


▲▲▲Colosseum (Colosseo)


▲Arch of Constantine


▲▲▲Roman Forum (Foro Romano) and ▲▲Palatine Hill (Monte Palatino)


Map: Rome


Map: Ancient Rome


▲Mamertine Prison (Carcere Mamertino)


Bocca della Verità


CAPITOLINE HILL


▲Piazza del Campidoglio


Map: Capitoline Hill & Piazza Venezia


▲▲▲Capitoline Museums (Musei Capitolini)


Santa Maria in Aracoeli Church


JEWISH QUARTER


Synagogue (Sinagoga) and Jewish Museum (Museo Ebraico)


PIAZZA VENEZIA


▲Victor Emmanuel Monument


Map: The Imperial Forums


THE IMPERIAL FORUMS


NEAR THE IMPERIAL FORUMS


▲Museum of the Imperial Forums (Museo dei Fori Imperiali)


▲The Roman House at Palazzo Valentini (Le Domus Romane di Palazzo Valentini)


Sound-and-Light Shows


▲Monti Neighborhood


▲St. Peter-in-Chains Church (San Pietro in Vincoli)


Pantheon Neighborhood


PANTHEON AND NEARBY


▲▲▲Pantheon


Map: Pantheon Neighborhood


▲▲Churches near the Pantheon


▲Galleria Doria Pamphilj


Piazza di Pietra (Piazza of Stone)


▲Trevi Fountain


Vatican City and Nearby


▲▲▲St. Peter’s Basilica (Basilica San Pietro)


▲▲▲Vatican Museums (Musei Vaticani)


Map: Vatican City & Nearby


▲Castel Sant’Angelo


Ponte Sant’Angelo


North Rome


BORGHESE GARDENS AND NEARBY


▲Villa Borghese Gardens


▲▲▲Borghese Gallery (Galleria Borghese)


Etruscan Museum (Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia)


Map: North Rome


MAXXI


VIA VENETO


Capuchin Crypt (Cripta dei Frati Cappuccini)


NORTH OF THE PANTHEON


▲▲Dolce Vita Stroll


Map: Dolce Vita Stroll


▲Piazza del Popolo


Church of Santa Maria del Popolo


▲Spanish Steps


Shopping Triangle


▲▲Museo dell’Ara Pacis (Museum of the Altar of Peace)


BEYOND THE ANCIENT WALLS


▲▲Catacombs of Priscilla (Catacombe di Priscilla)


East Rome


NEAR TERMINI TRAIN STATION


▲▲▲National Museum of Rome (Museo Nazionale Romano Palazzo Massimo alle Terme)


▲Baths of Diocletian/Church of Santa Maria degli Angeli (Terme di Diocleziano/Basilica S. Maria degli Angeli)


Map: Baths of Diocletian


Map: Near Termini Station


▲Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria


Santa Susanna Church


Baroque Surprises Stroll on Via XX Settembre


Art Exhibitions


PILGRIM’S ROME


▲▲Church of San Giovanni in Laterano


Map: Pilgrim’s Rome


Museum of the Liberation of Rome (Museo Storico della Liberazione)


▲Church of Santa Maria Maggiore


▲Church of San Clemente


Trastevere and Nearby


▲Church of Santa Maria in Trastevere


▲Villa Farnesina


Gianicolo Hill Viewpoint Hike


South Rome


TESTACCIO


Map: Testaccio


Pyramid of Gaius Cestius


Porta San Paolo and Museo della Via Ostiense


Protestant Cemetery


Monte Testaccio


Testaccio Market (Mercato di Testaccio)


SOUTH OF TESTACCIO


▲Montemartini Museum (Musei Capitolini Centrale Montemartini)


Map: South of Testaccio


▲St. Paul’s Outside the Walls (Basilica San Paolo Fuori le Mura)


E.U.R.


Map: E.U.R.


Palace of the Civilization of Labor (Palazzo della Civiltà del Lavoro)


Fascist Art, Architecture, and Propaganda


Museum of Roman Civilization (Museo della Civiltà Romana)


ANCIENT APPIAN WAY AND SOUTHEASTERN ROME


Baths of Caracalla (Terme di Caracalla)


▲Appian Way


▲▲Catacombs of San Sebastiano


▲▲Catacombs of San Callisto


I’ve clustered Rome’s sights into walkable neighborhoods, some quite close together (see map on here). Save transit time by grouping your sightseeing according to location. For example, in one great day you can start at the Colosseum, then go to the Forum, then Capitoline Hill, and from there either to the Pantheon or back to the Colosseum (by way of additional ruins along Via dei Fori Imperiali).


When you see a [image: Image] in a listing, it means the sight is described in greater detail in one of my self-guided walks or tours. A [image: Image] means the walk or tour is also available as a free audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see here). Some walks and tours are available in both formats—take your pick. This is why some of Rome’s most important sights get the least coverage in this chapter—we’ll explore them in greater depth elsewhere in this book.


For general tips on sightseeing, see here. Rome’s good city-run information website, www.060608.it, lists current opening hours.


To connect some of the most central sights, follow my Heart of Rome Walk (see the next chapter), which takes you from Campo de’ Fiori to the Trevi Fountain and Spanish Steps. This walk is most enjoyable in the evening—after the museums have closed, when the evening air and lit-up fountains show off Rome at its most magical. To join the parade of people strolling down Via del Corso every evening, take my Dolce Vita Stroll (see here).


Price Hike Alert: Many of Rome’s sights host a special exhibit and require you to pay extra for your ticket, even if all you want to see is the permanent collection. This means admission fees jump by €3 or more. Expect this practice at the Capitoline Museums, Borghese Gallery, National Museum of Rome, Ara Pacis, and others. Come expecting this higher price...and consider yourself lucky if you happen to get in for less. If you must pay the higher price, take advantage of the chance to add these top-quality special offerings to your basic sightseeing.


Free First Sundays: The state museums in Italy are free to all on the first Sunday of each month (no reservations are available). That means the Colosseum, Roman Forum, Palatine Hill, Borghese Gallery, National Museum of Rome, Castel Sant’Angelo, Etruscan Museum, and Baths of Caracalla are free—and packed. It’s actually bad news; I’d make a point to avoid the Colosseum and Roman Forum on that day.


Ancient Rome


The core of ancient Rome, where the grandest monuments were built, is between the Colosseum and Capitoline Hill. Among the ancient forums, a few modern sights have popped up. I’ve listed these sights from south to north, starting with the biggies—the Colosseum and Forum—and continuing up to Capitoline Hill and Piazza Venezia. Between the Capitoline and the river is the former Jewish Ghetto. As a pleasant conclusion to your busy day, consider my relaxing self-guided walk back south along the broad, parklike main drag—Via dei Fori Imperiali—with some enticing detours to nearby sights.


ANCIENT CORE



▲▲▲Colosseum (Colosseo)



This 2,000-year-old building is the classic example of Roman engineering. Used as a venue for entertaining the masses, this colossal, functional stadium is one of Europe’s most recognizable landmarks. Whether you’re playing gladiator or simply marveling at the remarkable ancient design and construction, the Colosseum gets a unanimous thumbs-up.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €12 combo-ticket includes Roman Forum and Palatine Hill (see here), free and very crowded first Sun of the month, open daily 8:30 until one hour before sunset (see here for times), last entry one hour before closing, audioguide-€5.50, Metro: Colosseo, tel. 06-3996-7700, www.archeoroma.beniculturali.it/en. For line-avoiding tips, see here.


[image: Image] See the Colosseum Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲Arch of Constantine



This well-preserved arch, which stands between the Colosseum and the Forum, commemorates a military coup and, more important, the acceptance of Christianity by the Roman Empire. When the ambitious Emperor Constantine (who had a vision that he’d win under the sign of the cross) defeated his rival Maxentius in A.D. 312, Constantine became sole emperor of the Roman Empire and legalized Christianity. The arch is free to see—always open and viewable.


[image: Image]


The Arch of Constantine is covered in more detail on here of my [image: Image] Colosseum Tour chapter, and [image: Image] in my free audio tour.



▲▲▲Roman Forum (Foro Romano) and ▲▲Palatine Hill (Monte Palatino)



Though I’ve covered them with separate tours, the Forum and Palatine Hill are organized as a single sight with one admission (ticket also includes Colosseum). You’ll need to see both sights in a single visit (see here for details).


Cost and Hours: €12 combo-ticket includes Colosseum—see here, free and very crowded first Sun of the month, open same hours as Colosseum, audioguide-€5, Metro: Colosseo, tel. 06-3996-7700, www.archeoroma.beniculturali.it/en.


Roman Forum (Foro Romano): This is ancient Rome’s birthplace and civic center, and the common ground between Rome’s famous seven hills. As just about anything important that happened in ancient Rome happened here, it’s arguably the most important piece of real estate in Western civilization. While only a few fragments of that glorious past remain, history seekers find plenty to ignite their imaginations amid the half-broken columns and arches.


[image: Image]


[image: Image] See the Roman Forum Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.


Palatine Hill (Monte Palatino): The hill overlooking the Forum was the home of the emperors and now contains a museum, scant (but impressive when understood) remains of imperial palaces, and a view of the Circus Maximus (if it’s not blocked by ongoing archaeological work).


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image] See the Palatine Hill Tour chapter.


[image: Image]



▲Mamertine Prison (Carcere Mamertino)



This 2,500-year-old cistern-like prison on Capitoline Hill is where, according to Christian tradition, the Romans imprisoned Saints Peter and Paul (it’s also known as Carcere di San Pietro). Today it’s a small but impressive archeological site using the latest technology to illustrate what you might unearth when digging in Rome: a pagan sacred site, an ancient Roman prison, an early Christian pilgrimage destination, or a medieval church. After learning the context using the included videoguide, and browsing artifacts (including the skeletons of those executed with their hands still tied behind their backs), you can walk to the bottom of this dank cistern under an original Roman stone roof—marvel at its engineering. Amid fat rats and rotting corpses, unfortunate prisoners of the emperor awaited slow deaths here. It’s said that a miraculous fountain sprang up inside so Peter could convert and baptize his jailers, who were also subsequently martyred. Run by the Vatican, this pricey sight is a good value for pilgrims and antiquities wonks.


Cost and Hours: €10, includes videoguide, €20 combo-ticket includes Colosseum and Roman Forum, same hours as Colosseum, Clivo Argentario 1, tel. 06-698-961, www.operaromanapellegrinaggi.org.


Bocca della Verità


The legendary “Mouth of Truth” at the Church of Santa Maria in Cosmedin—a few blocks southwest of the other sights listed here—can be crowded, with lots of mindless “selfie-stick” travelers. Stick your hand in the mouth of the gaping stone face in the porch wall. As the legend goes (and was popularized by the 1953 film Roman Holiday, starring Gregory Peck and Audrey Hepburn), if you’re a liar, your hand will be gobbled up. The mouth is only accessible when the church gate is open, but it’s always (partially) visible through the gate, even when closed. If the church itself is open, step inside to see one of the few unaltered medieval church interiors in Rome. Notice the mismatched ancient columns and beautiful cosmatesque floor—a centuries-old example of recycling.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €0.50 suggested donation, daily 9:30-17:50, shorter hours off-season, Piazza Bocca della Verità 18, near the north end of Circus Maximus, a 10-minute walk south from Piazza Venezia, bus #81 from Vatican area or #170 from Termini/Via Nazionale, tel. 06-678-7759.



CAPITOLINE HILL



Of Rome’s famous seven hills, this is the smallest, tallest, and most famous—home of the ancient Temple of Jupiter and the center of city government for 2,500 years. There are several ways to get to the top of Capitoline Hill. If you’re coming from the north (from Piazza Venezia), take Michelangelo’s impressive stairway to the right of the big, white Victor Emmanuel Monument. Coming from the southeast (the Forum), take the steep staircase near the Arch of Septimius Severus. From near Trajan’s Forum along Via dei Fori Imperiali, take the winding road. All three converge at the top, in the square called Campidoglio (kahm-pee-DOHL-yoh).


[image: Image]



▲Piazza del Campidoglio



This square atop the hill, once the religious and political center of ancient Rome, is still the home of the city’s government. In the 1530s, the pope called on Michelangelo to reestablish this square as a grand center. Michelangelo placed the ancient equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius as its focal point—very effective. (The original statue is now in the adjacent museum.) The twin buildings on either side are the Capitoline Museums. Behind the replica of the statue is the mayoral palace (Palazzo Senatorio).


Michelangelo intended that people approach the square from his grand stairway off Piazza Venezia. From the top of the stairway, you see the new Renaissance face of Rome, with its back to the Forum. Michelangelo gave the buildings the “giant order”—huge pilasters make the existing two-story buildings feel one-storied and more harmonious with the new square. Notice how the statues atop these buildings welcome you and then draw you in.


[image: Image]


The terraces just downhill (past either side of the mayor’s palace) offer grand views of the Forum. To the left of the mayor’s palace is a copy of the famous she-wolf statue on a column. Farther down is il nasone (“the big nose”), a refreshing water fountain (see photo). Block the spout with your fingers, and water spurts up for drinking. Romans joke that a cheap Roman boy takes his date out for a drink at il nasone.


[image: Image]



▲▲▲Capitoline Museums (Musei Capitolini)



Some of ancient Rome’s most famous statues and art are housed in the two palaces that flank the equestrian statue in the Campidoglio. You’ll see the Dying Gaul, the original she-wolf, and the original version of the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius. Admission includes access to the underground Tabularium, with its panoramic overlook of the Forum.


Cost and Hours: €15, €11.50 if no special exhibits, daily 9:30-19:30, last entry one hour before closing, videoguide-€6, good children’s audioguide-€4, tel. 06-0608, www.museicapitolini.org.




Rome Sightseeing Tips


These tips will help you use your time and money efficiently, making the Eternal City seem less eternal and more entertaining. For general advice on sightseeing, see here.


The Roma Pass


The full three-day Roma Pass (www.romapass.it) costs €38.50, includes free admission to your first two sights, discounts on subsequent sights, and unlimited use of public transit for 72 hours (buses, trams, and Metro, plus the suburban train to Ostia, but not the airport train). The pass is activated when you use it for the first time at a sight or on public transport.


[image: Image]


Using the pass at the Colosseum/Roman Forum/Palatine Hill (considered a single sight) lets you go directly to the front of the regular line (be aggressive as you wave your pass to get there). Other covered sights include: Borghese Gallery (though a reservation is still required), Capitoline Museums, Castel Sant’Angelo, Montemartini Museum, Ara Pacis, Etruscan Museum, Baths of Caracalla, Trajan’s Market, and the four branches of the National Museum of Rome (considered a single sight). The pass does not cover the Vatican Museums (or the Sistine Chapel).


The Roma Pass saves most visitors a little money and a lot of ticket-buying stress. To get the most out of your pass, visit the two most expensive sights first—for example, the Colosseum/Roman Forum/Palatine Hill (€12) and or Capitoline Museums (up to €15 with temporary exhibits). A three-day transit pass normally costs €18, so you can quickly get over €40 of value from the pass, plus any discounts on subsequent sights.


The pass is sold at participating sights, TIs, and many tobacco shops and newsstands (look for a Roma Pass sign; all should charge the same price). Don’t wait to buy it at a crowded sight like the Colosseum. There’s no advantage in ordering a pass online—you still have to pick it up in Rome.


Once the pass is validated you can hop on any bus without showing it, but you’ll need to swipe it at Metro turnstiles.


The 48-hour Roma Pass costs €28 and includes free entry to one sight, discounts on additional ones, and unlimited use of public transit (for 48 hours after validation—a €12.50 value). It saves money if you visit at least one or two sights beyond your free one, but it can save time if you’re visiting the Colosseum/Roman Forum/Palatine Hill and don’t have a reservation.


For families, only adults will need a Roma Pass. Since children under age 18 get into national museums and sights for free, and kids under 6 get into city museums (including Museo dell’Ara Pacis) for free, they can skip the lines alongside their pass-holding parents. Kids 10 and over need their own transit tickets or passes; those 9 and under ride free.


Top Tips


Museum Reservations: You can reserve online to avoid long lines at the Vatican Museums, Colosseum, and Roman Forum. The marvelous Borghese Gallery requires reservations in advance (for specifics, see the individual tour chapters for those sights).


Opening Hours: Rome’s sights have notoriously variable hours from season to season. It’s smart to check each sight’s website in advance. On holidays, expect shorter hours or closures.


Forum/Palatine Hill: These two sights share a single admission ticket, so you must see them together on a single visit. (Don’t exit the Forum and try to reenter at Palatine Hill.)


Churches: Many churches, which have divine art and free entry, open early (around 7:00-7:30), close for lunch (roughly 12:00-15:30), and close late (about 19:00). Kamikaze tourists maximize their sightseeing hours by visiting churches before 9:00 or late in the day; during the siesta, they see major sights that stay open all day (St. Peter’s, Colosseum, Forum, Capitoline Museums, Pantheon, and National Museum of Rome). Dress modestly for churches.


[image: Image]


Picnic Discreetly: Public drinking and eating is not allowed at major sights, though the ban has proven difficult to enforce. To avoid the small risk of a fine, choose an empty piazza for your picnic, or keep a low profile as you munch discreetly.


Miscellaneous Tips: I carry a water bottle and refill it at Rome’s many public drinking spouts. Because public restrooms are scarce, use WCs at museums, restaurants, and bars.





[image: Image] See the Capitoline Museums Tour chapter.


Santa Maria in Aracoeli Church


The church atop Capitoline Hill is old and dear to the hearts of Romans. It stands on the site where Emperor Augustus (supposedly) had a premonition of the coming of Mary and Christ standing on an “altar in the sky” (ara coeli).


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 9:00-18:30, Oct-April 9:30-17:30, tel. 06-6976-3839.


Visiting the Church: Climb up the long, steep staircase from street level (the right side of Victor Emmanuel Monument as you face it).


[image: Image]


The church is Rome in a nutshell, where you can time-travel across 2,000 years by standing in one spot. The building dates from Byzantine times (sixth century) and was expanded in the 1200s. Inside, the mismatched columns (red, yellow, striped, fluted) and marble floor are ancient, plundered from many different monuments. The medieval world is evident in the gravestones beneath your feet. The early Renaissance is featured in beautiful frescoes by Pinturicchio (first chapel on the right from the main entrance), with their 3-D perspective and natural landscapes. The coffered ceiling celebrates the Christian victory over the Ottoman Turks (Battle of Lepanto, 1571), with thanks to Mary (in the center of the ceiling). The chandeliers in the nave hint at the elegance of Baroque. Napoleon’s occupying troops used the building as a horse stable. But like Rome itself, it survived and retained its splendor.


[image: Image]


The church comes alive at Christmastime. Romans hike up to enjoy a manger scene (presepio) assembled every year in the second chapel on the left. They stop at the many images of the Virgin (e.g., the statue in the marble gazebo to the left of the altar), who made an appearance to the pagan Augustus so long ago. And, most famously, they venerate a wooden statue of the Baby Jesus (Santo Bambino), displayed in a chapel to the left of the altar (go through the low-profile door and down the hall). Though the original statue was stolen in 1994, the copy continues this longtime Roman tradition. A clear box filled with handwritten prayers sits nearby.


The daunting 125-step staircase up Capitoline Hill to the entrance was once climbed—on their knees—by Roman women who wished for a child. Today, they don’t...and Italy has Europe’s lowest birthrate.


JEWISH QUARTER


From the 16th through the 19th century, Rome’s Jewish population was forced to live in a cramped ghetto at an often-flooded bend of the Tiber River. While the medieval Jewish ghetto is long gone, this area—between Capitoline Hill and the Campo de’ Fiori—is still home to Rome’s synagogue and fragments of its Jewish heritage.


[image: Image] See the Jewish Ghetto Walk chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.


Synagogue (Sinagoga) and Jewish Museum (Museo Ebraico)


Rome’s modern synagogue stands proudly on the spot where the medieval Jewish community was sequestered for more than 300 years. The site of a historic visit by Pope John Paul II, this synagogue features a fine interior and a museum filled with artifacts of Rome’s Jewish community. The only way to visit the synagogue—unless you’re here for daily prayer service—is with a tour.


Cost and Hours: €11 ticket covers both, includes museum audioguide, and guided tour of synagogue; Sun-Thu 10:00-18:00, Fri until 16:00; shorter hours Oct-March, closed Sat year-round; last entry 45 minutes before closing, English tours usually at :15 past the hour, 30 minutes, confirm at ticket counter, modest dress required, on Lungotevere dei Cenci, tel. 06-6840-0661, www.museoebraico.roma.it. Walking tours of the ghetto are conducted at least once a day except Saturday.


PIAZZA VENEZIA


This vast square, dominated by the big, white Victor Emmanuel Monument, is a major transportation hub and the focal point of modern Rome. With your back to the monument (you’ll get the best views from the terrace by the guards and eternal flame), look down Via del Corso, the city’s axis, surrounded by Rome’s classiest shopping district. In the 1930s, Benito Mussolini whipped up Italy’s nationalistic fervor from a balcony above the square (it’s the less-grand building on the left). He gave 64 speeches from this balcony, including the declaration of war in 1940. This Early Renaissance building (with hints of medieval showing with its crenellated roof line) was the seat of Mussolini’s fascist government. Fascist masses filled the square screaming, “Four more years!”—or something like that. Mussolini created the boulevard Via dei Fori Imperiali (to your right, capped by Trajan’s Column) to open up views of the Colosseum in the distance. Mussolini lied to his people, mixing fear and patriotism to push his country to the right and embroil the Italians in expensive and regrettable wars. In 1945, they shot Mussolini and hung him from a meat hook in Milan.




Rome at a Glance


▲▲▲Colosseum Huge stadium where gladiators fought. Hours: Daily 8:30 until one hour before sunset: April-Aug until 19:15, Sept until 19:00, Oct until 18:30, off-season closes as early as 16:30. See here.





▲▲▲Roman Forum Ancient Rome’s main square, with ruins and grand arches. Hours: Same hours as Colosseum. See here.





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





▲▲▲Pantheon The defining domed temple. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:30-19:30, Sun 9:00-18:00, holidays 9:00-13:00, closed for Mass Sat at 17:00 and Sun at 10:30. See here.





▲▲▲St. Peter’s Basilica Most impressive church on earth, with Michelangelo’s Pietà and dome. Hours: Church—daily April-Sept 7:00-19:00, Oct-March 7:00-18:30, often closed Wed mornings; dome—daily April-Sept 8:00-18:00, Oct-March 8:00-17:00. See here.





▲▲▲Vatican Museums Four miles of the finest art of Western civilization, culminating in Michelangelo’s glorious Sistine Chapel. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00. Closed on religious holidays and Sun, except last Sun of the month (open 9:00-14:00). Open some Fri nights by online reservation only. Hours are subject to change. See here.





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





▲▲▲National Museum of Rome Greatest collection of Roman sculpture anywhere. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-19:45, closed Mon. See here.





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





▲▲Trajan’s Column, Market, and Forum Tall column with narrative relief, forum ruins, and museum with entry to Trajan’s Market. Hours: Forum and column always viewable; museum open daily 9:30-19:30. See here.





▲▲Museo dell’Ara Pacis Shrine marking the beginning of Rome’s Golden Age. Hours: Daily 9:30-19:30. See here.





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





▲▲Catacombs Underground tombs, mainly Christian, some outside the city. Hours: Generally 10:00-12:00 & 14:00-17:00. See here, and here.





▲▲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. See here.





▲Mamertine Prison Ancient prison where Saints Peter and Paul were held. Hours: Same hours as Colosseum. See here.





▲Arch of Constantine Honors the emperor who legalized Christianity. Hours: Always viewable. See here.





▲The Roman House at Palazzo Valentini Remains of an ancient house and bath. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:30-18:30, closed Tue. See here.





▲St. Peter-in-Chains Church with Michelangelo’s Moses. Hours: Daily 8:00-12:30 & 15:00-19:00, Oct-March until 18:00. See here.





▲Piazza del Campidoglio Square atop Capitoline Hill, designed by Michelangelo, with a museum, grand stairway, and Forum overlooks. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Victor Emmanuel Monument Gigantic edifice celebrating Italian unity, with Rome from the Sky elevator ride up to 360-degree city view. Hours: Monument open daily 9:30-18:30, elevator until 19:30. See here.





▲Trevi Fountain Baroque hot spot into which tourists throw coins to ensure a return trip to Rome. Hours: Always flowing. See here.





▲Castel Sant’Angelo Hadrian’s Tomb turned castle, prison, papal refuge, now museum. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:30. See here.





▲Baths of Diocletian/Basilica S. Maria degli Angeli Once ancient Rome’s immense public baths, now a Michelangelo church. Hours: Daily 7:30-18:30, closes later May-Sept and Sun year-round. See here.





With your back still to the monument, circle around the left side. At the back end of the monument, look down into the ditch on your left to see the ruins of an ancient apartment building from the first century A.D.; part of it was transformed into a tiny church (faded frescoes and bell tower). Rome was built in layers—almost everywhere you go, there’s an earlier version beneath your feet.


Continuing on, you reach two staircases leading up Capitoline Hill. One is Michelangelo’s grand staircase up to the Campidoglio. The steeper of the two leads to Santa Maria in Aracoeli, a good example of the earliest style of Christian church (described earlier). The contrast between this climb-on-your-knees ramp to God’s house and Michelangelo’s elegant stairs illustrates the changes Renaissance humanism brought civilization.


From the bottom of Michelangelo’s stairs, look right several blocks down the street to see a condominium actually built upon the surviving ancient pillars and arches of Teatro di Marcello.



▲Victor Emmanuel Monument



This oversized monument to Italy’s first king, built to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the country’s unification in 1861, was part of Italy’s push to overcome the new country’s strong regionalism and create a national identity. Today, the monument houses museums, a café with a view, and a €7 elevator to an even better view. See the map on here.


[image: Image]


The scale of the monument is over-the-top: 200 feet high, 500 feet wide. The 43-foot-long statue of the king on his high horse is one of the biggest equestrian statues in the world. The king’s moustache forms an arc five feet long, and a person could sit within the horse’s hoof. At the base of this statue, Italy’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier (flanked by Italian flags and armed guards) is watched over by the goddess Roma (with the gold mosaic background).


Cost and Hours: Monument—free, daily 9:30-18:30, a few WCs scattered throughout, tel. 06-871-5111; Rome from the Sky elevator—€7, daily until 19:30; ticket office closes 45 minutes earlier, tel. 06-0608; follow ascensori panoramici signs inside the Victor Emmanuel Monument (no elevator access from street level).


Background: With its gleaming white sheen (from a recent scrubbing) and enormous scale, the monument provides a vivid sense of what Ancient Rome looked like at its peak—imagine the Forum filled with shiny, grandiose buildings like this one. It’s also lathered in symbolism meant to connect the modern city and nation with its grand past: The eternal flames are reminiscent of the Vestal Virgins and the ancient flame of Rome. And it’s crowned by glorious chariots like those that topped the ancient Arch of Constantine.


Locals have a love/hate relationship with this “Altar of the Nation.” Many Romans say it’s a “punch in the eye” and regret its unfortunate, clumsy location atop precious antiquities. Others consider it a reminder of the challenge that followed the creation of the modern nation of Italy: actually creating “Italians.”


Visiting the Monument: The “Vittoriano” (as locals call it) is free to the public. You can simply climb the front stairs, or go inside from one of several entrances: midway up the monument through doorways flanking the central statue, on either side at street level, and at the base of the colonnade (two-thirds of the way up). Deeper into the monument, the little-visited Museum of the Risorgimento fills several floors with displays (well-described in English) on the movement and war that led to the unification of Italy (€5, tel. 06-679-3598, www.risorgimento.it). A section on the lower east side hosts temporary exhibits of minor works by major artists (€14, includes audioguide, tel. 06-678-0664, www.ilvittorianorisorgimento.com). A café is at the base of the top colonnade, on the monument’s east side (generally open year-round).


[image: Image]


Best of all, the monument offers a grand, free view of the Eternal City. You can climb the stairs to the midway point for a decent view, keep climbing to the base of the colonnade for a better view, or head up to the café and its terrace (at the back of the monument). For the grandest, 360-degree view—even better than from the top of St. Peter’s dome—pay to ride the Rome from the Sky (Roma dal Cielo) elevator, which zips you from the café level to the rooftop. Once on top, you stand on a terrace between the monument’s two chariots. You can look north up Via del Corso to Piazza del Popolo, west to the dome of St. Peter’s, and south to the Roman Forum and Colosseum. Helpful panoramic diagrams describe the skyline, with powerful binoculars available for zooming in on particular sights. It’s best in late afternoon, when it’s beginning to cool off and Rome glows.


[image: Image]


THE IMPERIAL FORUMS


(See “The Imperial Forms” map, here.)


Though the original Roman Forum is the main attraction for today’s tourists, there are several more ancient forums nearby, known collectively as “The Imperial Forums.”


As Rome grew from a village to an empire, it outgrew the Roman Forum. Several energetic emperors built their own forums complete with temples, shopping malls, government buildings, statues, monuments, and piazzas. These new imperial forums were a form of urban planning, with a cohesive design stamped with the emperor’s unique personality. Julius Caesar built the first one (46 B.C.), and over the next 150 years, it was added onto by Augustus (2 B.C.), Vespasian (A.D. 75), Nerva (A.D. 97), and Trajan (A.D. 112).


Today the ruins are out in the open, never crowded, and free to look down on from street level at any time, any day. The forums stretch in a line along Via dei Fori Imperiali, from Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum. The boulevard was built by the dictator Benito Mussolini in the 1930s—supposedly so he could look out his office window on Piazza Venezia and see the Colosseum, creating a military parade ground and a visual link between the glories of the imperial past with what he thought would be Italy’s glorious imperial future. Today, the once-noisy boulevard is a pleasant walk, since it is closed to private vehicles—and, on Sundays and holidays, to all traffic.


[image: Image] Self-Guided Walk: For an overview of the archaeological area, take this walk from Piazza Venezia down Via dei Fori Imperiali to the end of the Imperial Forums. After a busy day of sightseeing, this stroll offers a relaxing way to wind down (while seeing a few more ancient wonders, but without crowds or turnstiles) on your way to Via Cavour, the Monti neighborhood for lunch or dinner, or the nearby Cavour and Colosseo Metro stops.


• Start at Trajan’s Column, the colossal pillar that stands alongside Piazza Venezia.


Trajan’s Column: The world’s grandest column from antiquity (rated ▲▲) anchors the first of the forums we’ll see—Trajan’s Forum. The 140-foot column is decorated with a spiral relief of 2,500 figures trumpeting the emperor’s exploits. It has stood for centuries as a symbol of a truly cosmopolitan civilization. At one point, the ashes of Trajan and his wife were held in the base, and the sun glinted off a polished bronze statue of Trajan at the top. Since the 1500s, St. Peter has been on top. (Where’s the original bronze statue of Trajan? Spaghetti pots.) Built as a stack of 17 marble doughnuts, the column is hollow (note the small window slots) with a spiral staircase inside, leading up to the balcony.


[image: Image]


The relief unfolds like a scroll, telling the story of Rome’s last and greatest foreign conquest, Trajan’s defeat of Dacia (modern-day Romania). The staggering haul of gold plundered from the Dacians paid for this forum. The narrative starts at the bottom with a trickle of water that becomes a river and soon picks up boats full of supplies. Then come the soldiers themselves, who spill out from the gates of the city. A river god (bottom band, south side) surfaces to bless the journey. Along the way (second band), they build roads and forts to sustain the vast enterprise, including (third band, south side) Trajan’s half-mile-long bridge over the Danube, the longest for a thousand years. (Find the three tiny crisscross rectangles representing the wooden span.) Trajan himself (fourth band, in military skirt with toga over his arm) mounts a podium to fire up the troops. They hop into a Roman galley ship (fifth band) and head off to fight the valiant Dacians in the middle of a forest (eighth band). Finally, at the very top, the Romans hold a sacrifice to give thanks for the victory, while the captured armor is displayed on the pedestal.


[image: Image]


Originally, the entire story was painted in bright colors. If you were to unwind the scroll, it would stretch over two football fields—it’s far longer than the frieze around the Parthenon in Athens.


• Now, start heading toward the Colosseum, walking along the left side of Via dei Fori Imperiali. You’re walking alongside...


Trajan’s Forum: The dozen-plus gray columns mark one of the grandest structures in Trajan’s Forum, the Basilica Ulpia, the largest law court of its day. Nearby stood two libraries that contained the world’s knowledge in Greek and Latin. (The Internet of the day, contained in two big buildings.)


Rome peaked under Emperor Trajan (ruled A.D. 98-117), when the empire stretched from England to the Sahara, from Spain to the Fertile Crescent. A triumphant Trajan returned to Rome with his booty and shook it all over the city. Most was spent on this forum, complete with temples, law courts, and the monumental column trumpeting his exploits. To build his forum, Trajan literally moved mountains. He cut away a ridge that once connected the Quirinal and Capitoline hills, creating this valley. This was the largest forum ever, and its opulence astounded even jaded Romans. Looking at this, you can only think that for every grand monument here, there was hardship and suffering in the Barbarian world.


• Most astounding of all was Trajan’s Market. That’s the big, semicircular brick structure nestled into the cutaway curve of Quirinal Hill. If you want a closer look, a pedestrian pathway leads you close to it.


[image: Image]


Trajan’s Market: This structure was part shopping mall, part warehouse, and part administration building and/or government offices. For now the conventional wisdom holds that at ground level, the 13 tall (shallow) arches housed shops selling fresh fruit, vegetables, and flowers to people who passed by on the street. The 26 arched windows (above) lit a covered walkway lined with shops that sold wine and olive oil. On the roof (now lined with a metal railing) ran a street that likely held still more shops and offices, making about 150 in all. (The modern wooden sidewalks below are only used after dark for the nightly sound-and-light show—see here.)


By now, Rome was a booming city of more than a million people. Shoppers could browse through goods from every corner of Rome’s vast empire—exotic fruits from Africa, spices from Asia, and fish-and-chips from Londinium.


Above the semicircle, the upper floors of the complex housed bureaucrats in charge of a crucial element of city life: doling out free grain to unemployed citizens, who lived off the wealth plundered from distant lands. Better to pacify them than risk a riot. Above the offices, at the very top, rises a (leaning) tower added in the Middle Ages.


The market was beautiful and functional, filling the space of the curved hill perfectly and echoing the curved side of the Forum’s main courtyard. (The wall of rough volcanic stones on the ground once extended into a semicircle.) Unlike most Roman buildings, the brick facade wasn’t covered with plaster or marble. The architect liked the simple contrast between the warm brick and the white stone lining the arches and windows.


If you’d like to walk around the market complex and see some excavated statues, visit the Museum of the Imperial Forums (described later; enter just uphill from Trajan’s Column).


• Return to the main street, and continue toward the Colosseum for about 100 more yards.


You’re still walking alongside Trajan’s Forum. In Trajan’s day, you would have entered the forum at the Colosseum end through a triumphal arch and would have been greeted in the main square by a large statue of the soldier-king on a horse.


But none of those things remain. The ruins you see in this section are actually from the medieval era. These are the foundations of the old neighborhood that was built atop the ancient city. In modern times, that neighborhood was cleared out to build the new boulevard.


You’ll soon reach a bronze statue of Trajan himself. Though the likeness is ancient, this bronze statue is not. It was erected by the dictator Benito Mussolini when he had the modern boulevard built. Notice the date on the pedestal—Anno XI. That would be “the 11th year of the Fascist Renovation of Italy”—i.e., 1933. Imagine Mussolini strolling proudly down this historic boulevard with his fellow fascist leader, Adolf Hitler, in 1938. Anticipating the chance to host Hitler, he made sure all the props were in place enabling him to share stories of Rome’s tradition of powerful rulers.


Across the street is a similar statue of Julius Caesar. That marks the first of these imperial forums, Caesar’s Forum, built by Julius in 46 B.C. as an extension of the Roman Forum. Near Julius stand the three remaining columns of his forum’s Temple of Venus—the patron goddess of the Julian family.


• Continue along (down the left side). If the bleachers are set up for the nightly sound-and-light show, you can take a temporary seat and ponder the view.


As Trajan’s Forum narrows to an end, you reach a statue of Emperor Augustus that indicates...


The Forums of Augustus and Nerva: The statue captures Emperor Augustus in his famous hailing-a-cab pose (a copy of the original, which you can see at the Vatican Museums). This is actually his “commander talking to his people” pose. Behind him was the Forum of Augustus. Find the four white, fluted, Corinthian columns that were part of the forum’s centerpiece, the Temple of Mars. The ugly gray stone “firewall” that borders the forum’s back end was built for security. It separated fancy “downtown Rome” from the workaday world beyond (today’s characteristic and trendy Monti neighborhood) and protected Augustus’ temple from city fires that frequently broke out in poor neighborhoods made up of wooden buildings.


Farther along is a statue of Emperor Nerva, trying but failing to have the commanding presence of Augustus. (In fact, he seems to be gazing jealously across Via dei Fori Imperiali at the grandeur of the Roman Forum—the Curia and Palatine Hill.) Behind Nerva, you can get a closer look at his forum. As with Augustus’ Forum, the big stone wall (composed of volcanic tuff) on the far side was built to protect the “important” part of town from the fire-plagued working-class zone beyond.


Continuing a little farther (toward the Colosseum, above two Corinthian columns), find some fine marble reliefs from Nerva’s Forum showing women in pleated robes parading in religious rituals.


• You’ve reached the end of the Imperial Forums. You’re at the intersection of Via dei Fori Imperiali and busy Via Cavour. From here, you have a number of options.


Nearby: Here at the intersection stands an impressive crenellated tower. This was a medieval noble family’s fortified residence—a reminder that the fall of Rome left a power vacuum, and with no central authority, it was every warlord with a fortified house and a private army for himself. Behind that (and the firewall) is the colorful neighborhood of Monti (see here; it’s home to a slew of fun little eateries, see here).


Two blocks up busy Via Cavour is the Cavour Metro stop. From there, you could turn right to find St. Peter-in-Chains Church (see here).


Across Via dei Fori Imperiali is an entrance to the Roman Forum (see here); 100 yards farther down Via dei Fori Imperiali (on the left) is a tourist information center with a handy café, info desk, and WC.


• Our walk is over. Your transportation options include the Cavour and Colosseo Metro stops. Several buses stop along Via dei Fori Imperiali. And it’s easy to hail a cab from here.


NEAR THE IMPERIAL FORUMS


Several worthwhile sights sit north of Via dei Fori Imperiali from the Roman Forum—and offer a break from the crowds.



▲Museum of the Imperial Forums (Museo dei Fori Imperiali)



This museum, housed in buildings from Trajan’s Market, features discoveries from the forums built by the different emperors. Although its collection of statues is not impressive compared to Rome’s other museums, it’s well displayed. And—most importantly—it allows you to walk outside, atop and amid the ruins, making this a rare opportunity to get up close to Trajan’s Market and Forum (described earlier). Focus on the big picture to mentally resurrect the fabulous forums.


Cost and Hours: €11.50 when no special exhibits, daily 9:30-19:30, last entry one hour before closing, tel. 06-0608, www.mercatiditraiano.it. Skip the museum’s slow, 1.5-hour, €6 audioguide; enter at Via IV Novembre 94 (up the staircase from Trajan’s Column).


Visiting the Museum: Start by simply admiring the main hall—three stories with marble-framed entries, fine brickwork, and high windows to allow natural light—Romans had the technology to make small panes of glass. (Cheapskates can see this much from outside the entrance without paying admission.) A caryatid (a female statue serving as a column) from the Forum of Augustus stands in the museum’s entryway, alongside a bearded mask of Giove (Jupiter, the top god). To the right, a bronze foot is all that’s left of a larger-than-life Winged Victory that adorned Augustus’ Temple of Mars the Avenger. Then explore the statues and broken columns that once decorated the forums. This main floor has fascinating reconstructions that help us imagine ancient Rome—a city of a million people with the grandiosity of the modern Victor Emmanuel Monument.


Upstairs, step outside to cross over to the other side of the hall, where you’ll find a section on Julius Caesar’s Forum, including baby Cupids (the son of Venus and Mars) carved from the pure white marble that would eventually adorn all of Rome. Your ticket includes any special exhibits, which are often hosted on this floor and generally have an ancient Rome theme.




Rome vs. Milan: A Classic Squabble


In Italy, the North and South bicker about each other, hurling barbs, quips, and generalizations. All the classic North/South traits can be applied to Milan (the business capital) and Rome (the government and religious capital). Italians like to say that people come to Milan to sin, and they go to Rome to ask for forgiveness.


[image: Image]


The Milanesi say the Romans are lazy. Government jobs in Rome come with short hours—made even shorter by multiple coffee breaks, three-hour lunches, chats with colleagues, and phone calls to friends and relatives. Milanesi contend that “Roma ladrona” (Rome, the big thief) is a parasite that lives off the taxes of people up North. There’s still a strong Milan-based movement promoting secession from the South.


Romans, meanwhile, dismiss the Milanesi as uptight workaholics with nothing else to live for—gray like their foggy city. Romans do admit that in Milan, job opportunities are better and based on merit. And the Milanesi grudgingly concede the Romans have a gift for enjoying life.


While Rome is more of a family city, Milan is the place for high-powered singles on the career fast-track. Milanese yuppies mix with each other...not the city’s longtime residents. Milan is seen as wary of foreigners and inward-looking, and Rome as fun-loving, tolerant, and friendly. In Milan, bureaucracy (like social services) works logically and efficiently, while in Rome, accomplishing even small chores can be exasperating. Everything in Rome—from finding a babysitter to buying a car—is done through friends.


[image: Image]


Milanesi find Romans vulgar. The Roman dialect is considered one of the coarsest in the country. Much as they try, Milanesi just can’t say “Damn your dead relatives” quite as effectively as the Romans. Still, Milanesi enjoy Roman comedians and love to imitate the accent.


The Milanesi feel that Rome is dirty and Roman traffic nerve-wracking. But despite the craziness, Rome maintains a genuine village feel. People share family news with their neighborhood grocer. Milan lacks people-friendly piazzas, and entertainment comes at a high price. But in Rome, la dolce vita is as close as the nearest square, and a full moon is enjoyed by all.





The rest of the upstairs is dedicated to the Forum of Augustus. A model of the Temple of Mars and some large column fragments give a sense of the enormous scale. You’ll see bits and pieces of the hand of the 40-foot statue of Augustus that once stood in his forum. Take a moment to enjoy a close-up look at the practical engineering: brick-rubble arches, marble trim.


From here, you can go outside. Walkways let you descend to stroll along the curved top of Trajan’s Market. You get a sense of how inviting the market must have been in its heyday. The “market” was really a collection of streets, shops, and offices. As you walk around, you’ll also enjoy expansive views of Trajan’s Forum, his column, other forums in the distance, and the modern Victor Emmanuel Monument.


Leaving the museum, enjoy a fine view down on a 2,000-year-old street of shops.



▲The Roman House at Palazzo Valentini (Le Domus Romane di Palazzo Valentini)



For a quality (air-conditioned) experience, duck into this underground series of ancient spaces at the base of Trajan’s Column. The 1.5-hour tour with good English narration and evocative lighting features scant remains of an elegant ancient Roman house and bath. The highlight is a small theater where you’ll learn the entire story depicted by the 2,600 figures who parade around the 650-foot relief carved onto Trajan’s Column (€12, Wed-Mon 9:30-18:30, closed Tue, 15 people per departure, reserve English tours online or by phone, tel. 06-2276-1280, www.palazzovalentini.it).


Sound-and-Light Shows


The Imperial Forums area hosts two atmospheric and inspirational sound-and-light shows that give you a chance to fantasize about the world of the Caesars. Consider one or both of the similar and adjacent evening experiences. During each of these “nighttime journeys through ancient Rome” you spend about an hour with a headphone dialed to English, listening to an artfully crafted narration synced with projections on ancient walls, columns, and porticos. Each show is distinct, working in its own way to bring the rubble to life and take you back 2,000 years. The final effect is worth the price tag (€15, both for €25, nightly mid-April-mid-Nov—bring your warmest coat, tickets sold online and at the gate, shows can sell out on busy weekends, tel. 06-0608, www.viaggioneifori.it). If you plan to see both, do Caesar first and allow 80 minutes between starting times.


Caesar’s Forum Stroll: Starting at Trajan’s Column, this tour leads you to eight stops along a wooden sidewalk of a few hundred yards, while an hour’s narration tells the dramatic story of Julius Caesar. You’ll be on the ground level of an archaeological site that is otherwise closed to the public, giving you views you’d never see otherwise. The tour departs every 20 minutes from dark until nearly midnight.


Forum of Augustus Show: From your perch on wooden bleachers overlooking the remains of a vast forum, you’ll learn the story of Augustus through images projected on an ancient firewall that survives to provide a fine screen for modern-day spectacles. Showings are on the hour from dark until 22:00 or 23:00. Enter on Via dei Fori Imperiali just before Via Cavour (you’ll see the bleachers along the boulevard).



▲Monti Neighborhood



Tucked behind the Imperial Forums (between Trajan’s Column and the Cavour Metro stop) is a quintessentially Roman district called Monti. During the day, check out Monti’s array of funky shops and grab a quick lunch. In the evening, linger over a fine meal. Later at night, the streets froth with happy young drinkers.


One of the oldest corners of Rome, this was the original “suburb” (from “subura”—outside the sacred center). Separated from the Imperial Forums by a tall stone firewall (which stands to this day), this was the rough, fire-prone, working-class zone. And it kept that character until just a few years ago when it became trendy. Strolling around here helps visitors understand why the Romans see their hometown not as a sprawling metropolis, but as a collection of villages. Exploring back lanes, you can still find neighbors hanging out on the square and chatting, funky boutiques and fashionable shops sharing narrow streets with hole-in-the-wall hardware shops and alimentari, and wisteria-strewn cobbled lanes beckoning photographers. How this charming little bit of village Rome survived, largely undisturbed, just a few steps from some of Italy’s most trafficked sights, is a marvel. While well-discovered by now (savvy travelers have been reading about Monti in “hidden Rome” magazine and newspaper articles for years), it’s still a great place to peruse.


To explore the Monti, get to its main square, Piazza della Madonna dei Monti (three blocks west of the Cavour Metro). To get oriented, face uphill, with the big fountain to your right. That fountain is the neighborhood’s meeting point—and after hours, every square inch is thronged with young Romans socializing and drinking. They either buy bottles of wine or beer to go at the little grocery at the top of the square or at a convenience store on nearby Via Cavour.


From this hub, interesting streets branch off in every direction. The characteristic core of the district can be enjoyed by strolling one long street with three names (Via della Madonna dei Monti, which leads from the ancient firewall on the downhill side of the ancient forums, then to the central Piazza Madonna dei Monti, before continuing uphill as Via Leonina and then Via Urbana).


Monti is an ideal place for a quick lunch or early dinner, or for a memorable meal; for recommendations, see here. It’s also a fine place to shop, with funky and artistic shops lining streets such as Via del Boschetto, Via dei Serpenti, and Via Leonina (see here). Night owls will find this a good place to hang out after dark.



▲St. Peter-in-Chains Church (San Pietro in Vincoli)



Built in the fifth century to house the chains that held St. Peter, this church is most famous for its Michelangelo statue of Moses, intended for the tomb of Pope Julius II (which was never built). Check out the much-venerated chains under the high altar, then focus on mighty Moses. (Note that this isn’t the famous St. Peter’s Basilica, which is in Vatican City.)


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 8:00-12:30 & 15:00-19:00, Oct-March until 18:00, modest dress required; the church is a 10-minute uphill walk from the Colosseum, or a shorter, simpler walk (but with more steps) from the Cavour Metro stop; tel. 06-9784-4950.


[image: Image] See the St. Peter-in-Chains Tour chapter.


Pantheon Neighborhood


Besides being home to ancient sites and historic churches, the area around the Pantheon is another part of Rome with an urban-village feel. Wander narrow streets, sample the many shops and eateries, and gather with the locals in squares marked by bubbling fountains. Just south of the Pantheon is the Jewish quarter, with remnants of Rome’s Jewish history and culture.


PANTHEON AND NEARBY


Exploring this area is especially nice in the evening, when restaurants bustle and streets are jammed with foot traffic. For a self-guided walk in this neighborhood, from Campo de’ Fiori to the Trevi Fountain (and ending at the Spanish Steps), [image: Image] see the Heart of Rome Walk chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲▲▲Pantheon



For the greatest look at the splendor of Rome, antiquity’s best-preserved interior is a must. Built two millennia ago, this influential domed temple served as the model for Michelangelo’s dome of St. Peter’s and many others.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 8:30-19:30, Sun 9:00-18:00, holidays 9:00-13:00, audioguide-€6, tel. 06-6830-0230, www.pantheonroma.com.


[image: Image] See the Pantheon Tour chapter or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.



▲▲Churches near the Pantheon



For more on the following churches, see the latter half of my Pantheon Tour chapter. Modest dress is recommended.


The Church of San Luigi dei Francesi has a magnificent chapel painted by Caravaggio (free, daily 9:30-12:30 & 14:30-18:30 except opens Sun at 11:30, between the Pantheon and the north end of Piazza Navona, www.saintlouis-rome.net). The only Gothic church in Rome is the Church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, with a little-known Michelangelo statue, Christ Bearing the Cross (free, daily 6:40-19:00 except Sun from 8:00, closes midday Sat-Sun, on a little square behind the Pantheon, to the east, www.santamariasopraminerva.it). The Church of Sant’Ignazio, several blocks east of the Pantheon, is a riot of Baroque illusions with a false dome (free, Mon-Sat 7:30-19:00, Sun from 9:00, www.chiesasantignazio.it). A few blocks away, across Corso Vittorio Emanuele, is the rich and Baroque Gesù Church, headquarters of the Jesuits in Rome (free, daily 7:00-12:30 & 16:00-19:45, interesting daily ceremony at 17:30—see here for details, www.chiesadelgesu.org).
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