Rome – Day 2

Today we toured the Vatican.  We had a delightful guide who picked us up at our hotel at 9 a.m.  We walked a bit to find  a taxi and then arrived at the Vatican museum entrance.  Our guide pointed out that this month and next are the best times to see the sights of Rome since there aren’t nearly as many tourists in the city and the lines for the major sites are very short.  We had a timed entrance and so there was no wait at all before we were admitted.  Even for those who weren’t part of a group, the line was very short.  

What an amazing tour this was.  Not only was it four hours long, but we didn’t cover all of the Vatican, which is huge.  We did get to see many of the Vatican museums which house an amazing wealth of art in all forms.  We saw what is called the Candelabra gallery, which contains sculptures as well as many candelabras.  We walked through the Tapestry gallery, the Maps gallery with maps of Italian regions and other places depicted as they were 500 or more years ago, and the Sculpture museum, containing human and animal sculptures, both inside and outside in small courtyards.  There is a great bust of Hadrian, who I think looks just like Peter Ustinov, in the collection.  (See if you can find him among the rows of pictures!) Our guide told us that up until Hadrian, no man but a philosopher was allowed to grow a beard.  Emperors did not because they were first and foremost warriors. Hadrian was the first to break that rule when he grew a beard.  The photo of many women’s sculptures is interesting because they depict the various hairstyles of the day. And the male figures, once all nude, have been covered with an appropriate fig leaf.
As you look at the pictures from the museum you can see what looks like a painting with goats.  This is not a painting, but actually a very fine mosaic.  
The walkways through the Vatican museums all lead to the Sistine Chapel, which is now fully restored and as brilliantly colored as when Michelangelo painted it.  The Chapel not only has the very famous paintings on the ceiling and his Last Judgment at one end, but paintings on either side depicting the new testament and the old testament.  The new testament paintings are about Christ and the old ones about Moses.  After the Sistine chapel we went to the sepulcher to see the tombs and crypts of past Popes, including the headstone for Pope John Paul II. 

From the crypts, we went to St. Peter’s Basilica, the largest and one of the most ornate churches I’ve ever seen.  Not only is it several football fields in length, but it contains beautiful artwork. One of the three Michelangelo original Pietas is behind glass in St. Peter’s.  There are a few pictures of other canopies and sculptures inside as well.
There is what looks like a very large Raphael painting in St. Peter’s Basilica which is not a actually painting.  It is a mosaic and is the same size as the original.  In fact, there are many “paintings” hanging in St. Peter’s but they are all mosaics made of colored stones that are replicas of real paintings, because Jesus named him Peter which means “rock” and so all paintings were replaced by mosaics. 

Our last stop, after several flights of stairs, was St. Peter’s Square with its columns and marble figures all around.

Not necessary to be religious to appreciate how magnificent the Vatican is and to appreciate the wonderful art.

Tomorrow we go to the Borghese Art Museum to see its magnificent collection of works by renowned artists including Bernini, who designed much of the Vatican, Raphael, Caravaggio, and a host of others.

We also found another tour we signed up for on Saturday, called “Angels and Demons” modeled sort of after Dan Brown’s book. This takes us to more churches and other sites we won’t be seeing on any other tours we’ve booked.  

Our meals in Rome have presented us with a different view of Italian.  Unlike our Italian food, meats and pastas aren’t drowning in sauce and food is delicately, almost too subtly seasoned.  The portions are more modest than we get at home – which is a good thing.  We’ve been doing a lot of walking since we’ve been here.  Many sites are relatively close, so it’s been easy to get there, but the sidewalks are narrow and many of the streets are cobblestones.
