Rome – Day 5

We relaxed a little this morning allowing ourselves a later breakfast.  We walked up to Popolo square, about 3 blocks from our hotel to see if we could find the church where our tour tomorrow would meet.  We’ve signed up for an “Angels and Demons” tour which will explore sights we haven’t been to or weren’t necessarily intending to see.  On the way, we stopped in two other churches (yes three in a two block radius is not unusual in Rome).  Most of the churches we’ve visited, including friendly neighborhood ones, have  wonderfully decorated ceilings and art on the walls. Everything but people worshipping.

We started out with a visit to four churches, the Church of St. Giacomo in Augusta, the Church of  Gesu and Maria, the Church of St. Mary of Miracoli and the Church of St Mary of Popolo – all within a three block radius of where we’re staying.  As you can see, all have amazing art work.  We take pictures of the names of these churches because after a while, we can’t tell them apart.  But the art is remarkable.  For example, the first three pictures from St. Mary of Popolo are Caravaggios. 

Found a fabulous restaurant between the square and our hotel, called Edys where we had the best meal yet.  Pasta was homemade and delicious and we had fresh sautéed vegetables to accompany it .

We signed up for a tour of Ancient Rome which started around 2:30 p.m., so we were picked up at our hotel and transferred to a mini-bus where the 8 of us who spoke English and a Spanish speaking couple rode with our guide who spoke not only English and Spanish, but French, German, and, of course, Italian.  Only once before  - on a sight seeing tour in Amsterdam – did we encounter a multi-lingual guide who had to give the same lecture multiple times in different languages.

Our first stop was the Piazza Venezia where we saw the three buildings Michelangelo designed to harmonize the square.  The buildings, which you reach by climbing what felt like a hundred stairs, consist of much older buildings behind them – some dating back to b.c. – but are all still functional.  One still functions as the center of the town government and the other two house the Capitoline museums which we will likely visit before we leave.  Walking towards the “back” of this square you immediately get a panoramic view of the Roman Forum.  The Forum was excavated, we were told, only after several newer buildings were torn down.  But, some of the newer structures remain because they were built incorporating walls from older buildings. The first four pictures under the Ancient Rome tour show the stairs we climbed, the square and the panoramic view of the Forum.  The two last pictures show a much younger church left standing when the Forum was excavated because it incorporated ancient walls from prior roman structures. In the next line, the second picture shows the Forum today.  But about 1/3 of the way up the columns of that building is where the archeologists started to dig to get down to the level today. 

There are small parts of this area where archeological students are still digging even further down and it is rumored that behind the hill, they have found a tunnel connected to a Roman myth.   Since most civilizations build upon the remains of those that came before, it is no surprise that digging deeper will yield more ancient artifacts and historical finds.
The Forum was spectacular and the last four pictures in the second line are of the Titus Arch dedicated to Titus who put down a rebellion of Jewish slaves by marching into Jerusalem and burning down the temple of Solomon in 79 a.d.  The carvings on the arch – the next to the last photo in the line – show Titus’ men carrying away the menorah, the horn, maybe the shofar, and other artifacts from the Temple.
From the Forum, we walked to he Coliseum, which we had seen a couple of days before. 

Our last stop was St. Paul’s outside the wall (St. Paul’s Basilica) where St. Paul is buried.  Too bad it was nearing dusk because we couldn’t really see the splendid stained-glass windows of many of the artworks inside this immense structure.  Some of St. Paul’s was destroyed in a fire many years ago and was reconstructed, but the 4-pillared piece over the altar is original and dates from the 12th century. The structure is huge, maintained by the Benedictine monks (as it has been for over 1000 years), and after St. Peter’s Basilica, the second largest in Rome. A beautiful mosaic graces the outside and inside, all the paintings have been replaced with mosaics.  The art of  creating mosaics still exists and the gift shop at St. Paul’s sells small or larger mosaics created today along with the fruit-flavored drinks produced by the Benedictine Monks.  Since this is Vatican property, the gifts are sold at a discount and have no tax added.  Very interesting to see St. Paul’s after visiting St. Peter’s.  The guide told us that both basilicas are build over the tombs of the saints for whom they are named.  While we couldn’t see St. Peter’s tomb when we visited the Vatican, we did see St. Paul’s.
Had dinner at a restaurant around the corner form our hotel – Alfredo – made famous for its fettuccine Alfredo by Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford who discovered the place on their honeymoon and liked to eat there so much, the press picked up the news and started a stream of celebrities coming. The couple gave the owner, Alfredo, who invented the fettuccine Alfredo dish, a golden fork and spoon, which is the symbol of the restaurant. As you walk in the door, there are two walls lined with pictures of the celebrities who have eaten at the restaurant including John F. Kennedy, George Bush (first one), King of Spain, Sylvester Stallone, and a host of others. 

The fettuccine was superb.  Not at all drowning in sauce like the alfredos in the states, but made with pasta, butter and tossed with freshly grated parmesan cheese.  Jeff’s veal was also excellent.  The two restaurants we found today are the best yet.  Guess I’ll have to revise my opinion of restaurants in Rome.

