Rome 6

Today we did an Angels and Demons tour of Rome. The tour visits the sites symbologist Robert Langdon follows to solve another mystery.  Written by Dan Brown, author of the DaVinci Code, the book is set in Rome and involves a plot to blow up the Vatican. There are, of course, murders as well.  It’s a good mystery and is due out as a movie in 2009.  Filming will start any day in Rome.  So, we followed the steps Langdon took to save four kidnapped priests from being murdered. We began at the Church of Maria del Popolo (see also yesterday’s photos) and found two pyramids which we were told symbolized “earth.”

We traveled from there  by bus to St Peter’s Square.  We were looking mainly for Bernini sculptures and his hand in designing various places.  Bernini designed St. Peter’s square with all the columns in an “embrace” and 150 of his favorite saints lining the top.  Even though there are 3 rows of columns, there are two spots on St. Peter’s square where you look at the columns and can only see a single row.  Also in the middle, there is symbol of the wind on the ground.  That was our “wind” symbol for the Angels and Demons tour.
We went from St. Peter’s square (where the line to get into the basilica was snaking around the opposite side) to the Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria, which our guide called, “the chocolate mud pie” church because it was so over-the-top ornate.  And, indeed it was.  It wasn’t a very large church, but every inch of it was covered with a painting, a sculpture, gold leaf, marble or something else.  The most notable thing about this Church is the sculpture by Bernini, the masterpiece in the Cornaro Chapel, entitled the Ecstasy of St. Teresa. The statues depict a moment described by Saint Teresa of Avila in her autobiography, where she had the vivid vision of an angel piercing her heart with a golden shaft (“fire”), causing her both immense joy and pain. There was also the body of the saint in the church behind glass.  We were told she was covered in wax and you can see her actual teeth and bones through the wax.  
Our next stop was the Pantheon, now a functioning church, but once home to Roman Gods.  The Pantheon, like many other Roman buildings contains Porphyry, a purplish red marble which the Romans mined in Egypt to extinction.  The Pantheon is also where Raphael is buried and a plaque in his memory hangs on the wall.   From the Pantheon we walked the rest of the stops from the Piazza della Minerva to the Piazza Navone to our last stop at Castel Sant’Angelo.
Obelisks are all around Rome. Caligula brought a number of them from Egypt and other emperors filed down the hieroglyphics on them, capped them with crosses and placed them in piazzas all around Rome.  The one in the Popolo square has its hieroglyphics intact.  Another, with the hieroglyphics removed was placed in the Piazza della Minerva.  But since the obelisk was very small, a contest was held to design a mounting for the obelisk.  A monk entered the contest but so did Bernini, who subsequently won.  The story goes that the monk was angry that he didn’t win and tried to berate Bernini’s work.  Bernini designed an elephant to hold the obelisk and basically had the “last word” as the Pope at the time approved of Bernini’s design. The elephant’s rear is facing the monastery where the monks lived so that the back end of the elephant is the first thing the monks see coming and going.  But, the elephant is female and with its tail slightly to one side, reveals the female part of the elephant to the monks.  The monks finally relocated. 

At the Piazza Navona, there is another wonderful statue by Bernini which is part of a fountain (“water”).  The fountain is shut off and the statue is being cleaned in anticipation of the tourist season.  

Last, but not least we went to Castel Sant’Angelo, the Mausoleum of Hadrian. The castle was a both a fortress and castle for over a thousand years, but today is a museum.  There is a passageway between the Pope’s apartment in the Vatican and the Castel that figures in the book.  We climbed to the top where the roof offers an unparalleled view of Rome.

The tour related each stop to an event in the book and as the saying goes, “you had to be there.”  Both Jeff and I have read the book, but didn’t remember all of it and it was certainly fun refreshing our knowledge of the book this way. 

After the tour and a quick lunch, we visited one of the national museums, located in the Palazzo Altemps, near Piazza Navarone.  This is a Renaissance palace formerly belonging to Cardinal Altemps and houses Hellenistic and Roman works that were discovered in the 16th century.  These were former collections of the Ludovisi family and others.  Some of the statues have been restored . The photos show both the statues and the splendor of the building. 
Our tour guide told us that the government is trying to build a third subway line in Rome.  Currently there are two lines for 6 million people and that’s not enough.  But, she said, every time they dig, the crews hit something archeologically significant.  So, the construction stops and archeologists are called in to examine the finds.  As a result, the new subway line is projected to be ready by 2025. 
No more guided tours. We have two days to explore all the museums we want.  I’m guessing we’ll be super-saturated on ancient Rome at that point.  Museums are closed on Mondays so we need to choose carefully for Sunday.  And, on Tuesday we return home. 

