VII
East Of The Corso
The Spanish Steps and dinner at “Otello”

The Spanish Steps and the Church of Trinitá dei Monti. © Scala/Art Resource, NY.

C

lassical Rome was situated on seven hills—well, actually, seven ridges—
that were formed in antiquity by streams flowing to the Tiber. As such,
Rome—aside from being a city of fountains—is also a city of stairs.

As we’ve seen, there’s Michelangelo’s gently ascending cordonata,
which allows easy access to the Campidoglio atop the Capitoline; there’s the punishing stairs of Santa Maria in Aracoeli, which also mount the Capitoline’s northwestern
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crest; there’s the imperial pomp of the flights that ascend the Vittoriano; and there’s
the regal grandeur of the stairs that elevate you to the portico of San Pietro. But in
all of Rome there are no more famous stairs than the ones that link Piazza di Spagna
with the twin-campanile Church of Trinitá dei Monti high on the ridge of the Pincian
Hill above—the so-called, “Spanish Steps.”
One evening in July 1996 I decided to take my mother’s recommendation to dine
at a restaurant called “Otello della Concordia,” or simply “Otello’s,” for what she described as “melanzane to die for.” As “Otello’s” is just east of the Corso on Via della
Croce, I thought I’d take in the nearby Spanish Steps first, before having dinner.
As it was rather warm, I took the bus to Piazza Venezia, and then walked down
the Corso before turning eastward into the Via Condotti, the Fifth Avenue of Rome.
There, about a quarter of a mile away where the street has its terminus at the Barcaccia
Fountain in Piazza di Spagna, were the famous steps, cascading like a mountainous
waterfall from Trinitá dei Monti high above. The church and the ramp-like staircase
that flows from its base command the vanishing point sightline between the diagonal
frame of buildings to your right and left, and is an awe-inspiring sight—that typically
Roman “surprise around the corner”—upon first entering Via Condotti from the
Corso.
Strolling down the fashionable lane, passing stores with names such as “Armani,”
“Ferragamo,” “Fendi,” and “Gucci,” the stairs and church loomed ever larger with
each step. On the left, at the end of the street just before Piazza di Spagna, I passed the
famous “Caffé Greco,” where the renowned artist often took coffee when in Rome.
Most Romans, I learned from the professore, avoid it as being “overpriced” and “too
touristy,” and I personally preferred by far the “Bar Sant’ Eustachio” in Piazza Sant’
Eustachio near Navona, which boasts the best gelato and cappuccino in the city.
It is somewhat ironic that the Spanish Steps are so named, as they were funded in
fact by French diplomat Stefano Gueffier (1723–1725) for the purpose of linking the
church on the Pincio, which had been the patronage of the Bourbons of France, with
the Bourbon Spanish Embassy to the Holy See in the piazza below—aptly named
“Piazza di Spagna.” By all rights, I suppose, the steps should have been called the
“French Steps.” At any rate, they took their name from the piazza, and not from the
Church of Trinitá dei Monti.
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The Spanish Steps proceed from La Barcaccia Fountain to the Church of Trintá dei Monti
atop the Pincian Hill. © Alinari/Art Resource, NY.

Gradually, I approached “La Barcaccia,” and after waiting my turn in line, observed the ancient ritual of cupping my hand for a cooling draught of the crystal-clear
Acqua Vergine that spouted from the prow of the sinking barge. The stairs across
the street, which are a famous gathering place, were jammed with people, sitting or
standing in conversation, calling to mind a flock of pigeons resting on telephone wires
just before taking flight. In Rome, “the Steps” are an ideal place to play the game of
“bella figura,” and at one time, in fact, models would often loiter there in the hopes
of being “discovered.”
The Spanish Steps owe their inspiration to Pope Clement XI, the pontiff who had
revised Piazza della Rotonda and loved to sponsor open competitions among architects
for important urban projects. Originally, Alessandro Specchi’s conception (1717–1720)
was adopted, but later embellished and added to by Francesco De Sanctis who completed the commission between 1723 and 1726, as Specchi was diverted to another project
at the Palazzo dei Conservatori on the Campidoglio. When Clement died in 1721, his
successor, Pope Innocent XIII dei Conti (1721–1724), son of the Duke of Poli, oversaw the lion’s share of the work until his death. It was finally completed in 1726 during
the pontificate of the Orsini pope, Benedict XIII (1724–1730).
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The De Sanctis plan called for a symmetrical, “open-pincers” design where the
width of the stairs would continually narrow as you approach the center of the hill
from Piazza di Spagna, then widen once more and curve back again in the direction
of the crest. As such, the concept incorporates a straight frontal flight, flanked on the
right and left by side-aisle stairs that are partially convexed, partially concaved, contributing greatly to the overall effect of fluidity and motion, so typical of the Baroque
style. The shallow, ramp-like configuration of the steps also makes them easy to ascend, even for those with weak knees.
Two terrace-style “piazzette” interrupt the flight—one between the open “jaws”
of the pincers, one following a subsequent flight to an area just below Trinitá dei
Monti—creating a tri-partite fabric to the overall design in reference to the “Trinity”
of the church’s name. An Egyptian obelisk from the Gardens of Sallust was relocated
in the second terrace in 1788 under the orders of Pope Pius VI Braschi (1775–1799),
much in the tradition of Sixtus V before him, and rests on a high plinth, rising everhigher before the façade of the church, crowning the entire staircase. In May, pots of
azaleas line the central flight on the right and left from top to bottom in a dazzling
explosion of color, making the stairs the most beautiful “hill” in Rome.
Having reached the Steps’ summit, you are rewarded with one of Rome’s finest
vistas by traversing the Viale Trinitá dei Monti on your left. Often I would take this
walk toward the Pincio gardens, just above Napoleon’s circular Piazza del Popolo,
to witness the sunset behind the dome of St. Peters across the Tiber. Or perhaps I’d
settle for a panino and a glass of wine in the Casina Valadier, the one-time home of
the emperor’s architect who designed both the gardens and the roundabout piazza
below.
Next door, as you return to Trinitá dei Monti, are the lushly beautiful grounds of
the Villa Medici—now a French academy for art students—that also offer stunning
views. In the opposite direction, just adjacent to the hilltop church, the Piazza Trinitá
dei Monti is home to one of Rome’s finest hotels, the Hotel Hassler Roma, where in
July of 1998 my wife and I had dinner at a window table in its rooftop restaurant. As
we dined in plush surroundings, we found ourselves gazing down from this dizzying
height upon the tops of the obelisk and the southern campanile of the church, just
below to our right.
Meanwhile, spread out before us like some fantastic tapestry, all of Rome started to
twinkle with pinpricks of light in the settling dusk, and the Vittoriano glowed brightly
on the southwestern skyline while Michelangelo’s dome above St. Peter’s illuminated
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the western horizon like a man-made moon. We could also see the floodlights of
the Pantheon blink on, directly to the west, while the Via Condotti far below was a
golden stream in the blue-gray twilight. Needless to say, it was a night to remember,
and I once more found myself thinking of the words to that ever-popular folk song,
“Quanto sei bella Roma a prima sera!”—“How beautiful is Rome at twilight!”
Far below Trinitá dei Monti, the Piazza di Spagna is one of the few—perhaps the
only—major piazzas in Rome where there are no outdoor cafes. At the base of the
steps to the left are the “Babington Tea Rooms,” which serve the best traditional
“high tea” in the city. To the right is “Keats House,” which is a museum that exhibits
the room where the great author died. The window opposite the bed looks out upon
the Steps, perhaps the last vision the poet enjoyed before passing. In all honesty, however, dining al fresco upon the Spanish Steps themselves is positively frowned upon,
and the police have often issued fines to those who fail to observe the tradition, so let
the casual tourist beware!
After admiring the grandeur and dramatic sweep of the crowded Steps for a while
from the Barcaccia, I continued northward along Via Babuino in the direction of Piazza del Popolo before turning left into Via della Croce, and eventually made my way
to “Otello’s” on the right-hand side of the street, not far from the Corso. A barrelvaulted breezeway of terracotta brick leads you towards the restaurant, situated in an
atrium at the rear.
Soon, I found myself seated in a quaint courtyard with golden stucco walls where
plants hang from a trellis overhead that lets in ambient light. Naturally, I ordered the
Melanzane al Forno (oven-baked eggplant) as an appetizer, and the Pollo Arrosto con
Patate for my “secondo.” I even pressed the waiter to bring me a mezzo-liter of Chianti, and enjoyed a glass with a plate of briny Sicilian olives, chunks of creamy reggioparmigiano, crusty, freshly baked bread, and a fruity olive oil he had placed before me.
Not long after, he returned with my “primo.”
The melanzane was cut into thin, circular discs that were delicately folded around
a layer of the smoothest ricotta chesse, topped with a mozzarella “roof,” and baked
until a golden crust had formed. A light, fresh tomato sauce coated the entire presentation that was ultimately drizzled with extra virgin olive oil and garnished with a
sprinkling of freshly grated Pecorino Romano. My mother was right: it was “to die
for.” In fact, the same could be said for the pollo arrosto, which was crispy, yet tender,
with just the right balance of olive oil, garlic, and rosemary. It was a very enjoyable
and affordable meal served in a charming setting by a friendly staff, and “Otello’s” has
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remained a mainstay of mine on all subsequent visits to Rome.
The evening had mellowed, as it almost always does in Rome during summer, and
following dinner I thought I’d saunter around the neighborhood a bit before taking
dessert and coffee in Navona with the Mario and Gigi “late show.” Nearing the Corso
enroute, I found myself diverted by the trendy “L’Enoteca Antica,” just a few doors
down from “Otello’s.”
Inside the dark, shoebox wine bar, which resembled an old Roman inn, was a fabulous, cold antipasti counter with everything from pasta and seafood salads to panini
and grilled vegetables. But the main attraction was a chalkboard menu above the bar
that offered innumerable varieties of wine by the glass. I sampled a wonderful 1993
deep-red claret “Amarone,” the pride of the Veneto region, from the house of Masi,
which remains a favorite of mine to this day. Later that summer, I made it a point to
return for a mixed plate of tapas-style appetizers from the cold antipasti counter when
I didn’t feel like eating anything too heavy.
I also learned of another restaurant that I came to frequent near the Steps, again
thanks to a tip from my mother, on the quiet Via Mario de’ Fiori, a particularly
charming, narrow side street that intersects Della Croce and Condotti. It goes by the
somewhat unimaginative moniker of “Ristorante 34”—Via Mario dei Fiori 34. But
don’t be fooled by the name, for inside its rustic walls of white stucco with its roughly
hewed, wood-beamed ceiling you’ll find a very extensive menu—four pages long—of
traditional Roman and Italian fare, generously served and moderately priced.
The Tagliatelle frutta di Mare is a wonderful linguini-like pasta served with a
mixed assortment of shellfish in an oily tomato sauce, and can easily suffice as a secondo. However, the roast meats steal the show here, and while the Agnello arrosto
(roast lamb) is garlicky and succulent, the Stinco di Maiale alla Grappa (brazed pork
shank in grappa sauce) is a house specialty not to be missed. And, of course, the wine
list is comprehensive in representing the best that Italy has to offer—from Piemonti
to Sicily, from the Veneto to Chianti.
So, while dining on Rome’s most famous staircase is politically incorrect—and potentially very costly—there are indeed quite a number of excellent restaurants in the
vicinity if you care to take a “passeggiata” at twilight, east of the Corso, through the
cozy side streets of Piazza di Spagna and the Spanish Steps of Trinitá dei Monti.
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