
Christmas in Rome 
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I arrived in Rome on December 13th nervous, jet-lagged, and tugging all of my 
belongings in two bulging suitcases. It would be my first Christmas away from 
home, and I knew no one. Like the abandoned twins Romolus and Remus who 
went on to found the Eternal City, the she-wolf spotted me on the banks of the 
Tiber and adopted me. She nursed me with Christmas markets, roasted 
chestnuts, ice rinks and spectacular light shows. By the New Year I was part of 
the dysfunctional, passionate and ever-loving family of Rome.  
 
Five Must-do’s in Rome at Christmas: 
 

1. A visit to St. Peter’s - St. Peter’s Basilica never fails to take give me a 
good shake, reminding me how lucky I am to live in Rome. In the holiday 
season it becomes a regal Christmas castle. Outside, one of the most 
elaborate presipi in Rome stands illuminated next to a proud, glowing 
Christmas tree, welcoming Catholic pilgrims and non-believers alike. The 
holiday season is a good time to book a Rome group tour because the 
crowds tend to be smaller. If you’re feeling lucky, try to score tickets to the 
Midnight Mass, held by the Pope on Christmas Eve (useful info can be 
found at the Church of Santa Susana). For a more intimate, unique 
experience I recommend the Vatican Museums at Night tour, offered by 
Through Eternity, which you’re more likely to get tickets to and will learn 
more from. 
 

 
 

2. Ice Skating - One place they won’t take you on your Rome tours is the 
ice rink, and there are several in Rome at Christmas time. The biggest one 
is at the Auditorium, where you can pass a whole day skating, listening to 
concerts from gospel to classic Italian to holiday tunes, and browsing the 
Christmas market. You can also skate your day away at the Castel 
Sant’Angelo rink. Carve figure-eights under Peter Anton von Verschaffelt’s 
Michael the Archangel statue and gaze downstream at Bernini’s angels on 

http://www.santasusanna.org/popeVatican/tickets.html
http://www.througheternity.com/tours/Vatican-group-tours-vatican-night-tour


Ponte Sant’Angelo. In Rome, even at the ice rink, you’re never far from a 
masterpiece.   
 

 
 

3. Piazza Navona market - Your only chance to catch real Roman families 
in Piazza Navona is from November 30th to January 6th at the world 
famous Christmas market. Every year, families flock to Piazza Navona to 
discover treasures – from ornaments to toys to sweets to presipi 
(traditional nativity scenes) – among the rows of booths lining the square. 
I ate my first soul-warming porchetta sandwich here, followed by a 
ciambella (doughnut) larger than my face. Don’t be alarmed by the 
ornaments of an old witchy woman on a broomstick; she is la Befana, 
around which the market revolves. I recommend visiting the market on 
January 6th, which is the festival of la Befana. The entire square is filled 
with kids who want to see la Befana in person. Later that night, the old 
witch will tumble down the chimney to leave gifts in the socks of good 
children and a lump of coal for the bad ones. Ever wonder where Santa 
Claus got the idea? 
 

 
 



 
4. Christmas trees - Although not originally an Italian tradition, Rome has 

embraced the Christmas tree. The most glamorous is found in Saint Peter’s 
Square, but Piazza Venezia and the Colosseum also boast towering trees 
strung up with lights. Take advantage of the view of the Colosseum 
Christmas tree from the inside with one of the Rome Colosseum tours 
offered by Through Eternity. After going up to the third tier, they even take 
you underground for a private tour of the underground passageways that 
made the spectacles possible.  
 

 
 

5. Roasted chestnuts - On my second night in the city, my roommate took me 
on a Rome famous squares tour, we wound up eating roasted 
chestnuts on the Spanish Steps of Piazza di Spagna. Wander up Via del 
Corso, which is decorated with a ceiling of rainbow lights. Street musicians 
are parked on every corner and roasted chestnut vendors send rich, woody 
orders through the air. Grab a paper cone of chestnuts and take a seat near 
the giant Christmas tree on the Spanish Steps. Look down Via dei 
Condotti, and St. Peter’s Basilica salutes you in the distance. Listen to 
laughter, breath in Christmas, and enjoy your nuts. (NOTE: you may be 
enticed to do some Christmas shopping in one of the many chain stores on 
Via del Corso. I know the familiar can be tempting, but for a more Roman 
experience I recommend shopping at the one-of-a-kind boutiques in Via 
del Boschetto, just off Via Nazionale in the Monti neighborhood).  

 

http://www.througheternity.com/cities/rome-group-tours-rome-private-tours-rome


 
 


