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It may seem strange to anyone reading this that a medic decided to spend two weeks of 
her life, and quite a bit of money, on an art history course. Many have heard the 
“medicine is an art as well as a science” argument and perhaps I was going one step 
further? No. The reason was simply a curiosity about the world that had been 
unexplored in my medical studies! 
 
The first five days of the trip were spent in Venice: the most picturesque, rustic and 
tourist-friendly place. Here we were introduced to the importance of Christianity in 
influencing, patronising and facilitating the visual arts. Artists were policed as to their 
subject matter; a painting in the Accadamia gallery that could be mistaken as the “Virgin 
with child” would instead be dubbed “Venus with Cupid” because a nude Madonna was 
considered blasphemous. 
 
The duo of churches Il Redentore and San Giorgio by Palladio illustrated classical 
direction of architecture in the 13th to 16th Centuries: column orders, painfully 
symmetrical facades, symbolism in shapes (a circle, the most perfect image, 
representing heaven. A square, the second most perfect, Earth.) 
 
Not content with art that was created half a century ago, our stop in Venice was polished 
off with days spent in the Peggy Guggenheim Collection and wandering the exhibits at 
the Biennale. Though artistic mediums have changed considerably over time, there will 
never be a shortage of phallic imagery wherever one looks. 
 
Florence is the city where science and art intermingled. “The Renaissance” was not just a 
term given to the paintings and buildings of the period, but also to the pursuit of new 
scientific “truths” and the birth of “Humanism.” The photographic portraits and 
landscapes that we start to see were caused by interest in maths and geometry.“ The 
Battle of San Romano” by Paolo Uccello is laughable, but this was a very early attempt to 
capture perspective and positions of objects in space.  
The Bargello Gallery and the Accadamia house some of the most breath-taking 
sculptures of the human body (need I mention Michaelangelo’s David?!) which were so 
perfect because of the (slightly questionable) dissection and study of anatomy carried 
out by artists of the day. 
 
Our final trip to Rome began with some of the city’s classical sights. The ruins of the 
Forum Romanum left much to the imagination: best preserved were sculptural 
representations of the Vestial Virgins who left their homes to keep the flames of the 
main temple alight. These women were in a revered and sacred social class but 
punishment for breaking a vow of chastity was to be buried alive! 
A day trip to the Vatican Museum and Sistine Chapel proved a demonstration crowd 
control. 
 
The best was most certainly saved for last; housed in the Galleria Borghesi were many of 
the works of Caravaggio and Bernini. The Rape of Proserpina was a sculpture that one 
could circle for three hours and still be amazed at the way that Pluto’s stone hands dug 
into Proserpina’s tender-looking thigh.  
 
My time spent in Italy was the time where I learnt how to express an opinion on the 
things that I thought it was impossible to form an opinion of. And that is invaluable. 


