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In July 2016 I travelled around Italy attempting to understand how religion featured in 
modern society as well as visiting some of the famous Christian and classical sites.  
 
As a student of religion who has a particular interest in Reformation history and Christianity 
in late antiquity, I revelled at the possibility of seeing some of the iconic places first hand. 
For example, to my amazement, in the tiny hilltop town of Orvieto, I learnt that after the 
sack of Rome by the Holy Roman Emperor, it was there that the Pope took refuge. In 
addition to this interesting fact, the city of Orvieto had and fascinating labyrinth of intricate 
caves and tunnels running beneath the town, dug deep into the volcanic rock. 
 
The trip began in Milan, home to the largest church in Italy and the 5th largest in the world. 
The iconic gothic building, which took nearly 6 centuries to complete, offered an insight into 
how architectural fashion changed during the Middle Ages. Verona and Venice provided 
equally beautiful churches, although the Roman forum in Verona, with an amphitheatre, a 
triumphal arch and an open air archaeological museum was perhaps the most informative 
site there. Having visiting some of the earlier Christian sites, the Bolognese medieval 
churches were visual landmarks which offered a remarkable contrast. 
 
After basking in the sun in Livorno, a beautiful town in the Tuscan hills, the highlight of the 
trip came with my visit to Assisi, and the Basilica of Saint Francis and the home of the 
Franciscan Order. It was intriguing to see one of the most important places of Christian 
pilgrimage and the church, cut into the side of the hill in 1228, providing an interesting 
synthesis of Roman and gothic styles, with the white-washed upper and lower church built 
in a simple style, but to the left of the church there was a free-standing bell tower built in a 
Roman style. I was even fortunate enough to see the final resting site of Saint Francis 
himself. 
 
In addition to this, Rome and specifically the Vatican confirmed in my mind that I had 
chosen the right degree! The illustrious history and unique independence from secular rule 
provided some context for the beauty of the Sistine Chapel. Although I had seen pictures of 
the work of Botticelli and Michael Angelo, seeing the Renaissance frescoes, perfectly 
maintained from when they were completed in 1482, was truly a memorable experience. 
 
As well as the ecclesiastical sites, the trip also gave me a valuable insight into the way in 
which other religions, primarily Judaism, interacted with the history of Christianity. For 
example, in Venice, I conducted a tour of the five synagogues of the Venice Ghetto. The 
Sephardic traditions were interesting but the ways in which Jews were forced to conceal 
their identity throughout the ages proved extremely moving. 
 
In conclusion, this trip was a brilliant opportunity for me to combine my interest in the 
history of Christianity and the development of architecture, as well as some other 
fascinating ancient sites (such as the Pantheon and the Colosseum in Rome) and learning 



about the development of medieval Judaism in response to anti-Semitism from the growing 
Christian movement made this trip particularly worthwhile. 
 
 
I would also like to take this opportunity to extend my gratitude to the college and the Keith 
Sykes Trust Fund in particular for awarding this grant to me. The trip proved to be 
thoroughly illuminating, instructive and entertaining. 
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