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Introduction

Vatican City stands as one of the world’s most extraordinary and enigmatic states, a
sovereign enclave smaller than many city parks, yet wielding influence far beyond its
physical size. Nestled within the heart of Rome, Vatican City is at once a symbol of
tradition and a microcosm of global spirituality, diplomacy, and culture. Despite
covering less than half a square kilometer, it is the spiritual home of over a billion
Catholics and the seat of the Roman Catholic Church. Its existence as a modern nation-
state dates only from 1929, but its origins—steeped in the ancient world—stretch back
millennia.

The unique story of Vatican City is inseparable from the saga of Christianity itself.
From the martyrdom of Saint Peter on Vatican Hill during the days of the Roman
Empire, through centuries of church-building, religious conflict, and artistic triumph,
the Vatican has long shaped and reflected the evolution of Western civilization. Its
journey from ancient marshland to sovereign statehood is a tapestry woven from faith,
power, and human achievement. This blend of deep-rooted history and spiritual
significance makes the Vatican not only a site of pilgrimage but also a destination of
universal curiosity.

Yet, Vatican City’s significance is not confined to the past. As an independent state,
the Vatican occupies a unique position on the world stage, engaging in diplomacy,
shaping global moral debate, and providing aid and counsel in times of crisis. Its
governance structure—an absolute elective monarchy under the papacy—defies
comparison with other nations, while the daily rhythms of life within its walls remain a
blend of solemn tradition and modern realities.

Within its compact boundaries, Vatican City houses treasures of immeasurable cultural
and artistic value: St. Peter’s Basilica, an enduring symbol of Christian faith; the
Sistine Chapel, where Michelangelo’s genius soars above in vibrant frescoes; the
Vatican Museums, boasting masterpieces from every era; and tranquil gardens that
invite quiet contemplation. These sacred and cultural spaces are living reminders of
the Vatican’s dual dedication: to preserve the spiritual inheritance of the Church and
to celebrate the creative potential of humankind.

For visitors, Vatican City offers an experience that is both awe-inspiring and intimate.
Pilgrims and tourists alike flock to its great squares, chapels, and museums—drawn by
faith, art, and the promise of encountering living history. Within these walls, rules of
decorum and moments of reflection are as much a part of the visit as the awe evoked
by domes and masterpieces.
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This book, Vatican City: Portrait of a Country, is a comprehensive guide to the world’s
smallest yet most influential nation. Through an exploration of its history, culture, daily
life, and role on the global stage, the chapters ahead offer both the essential
background and the unexpected details that make Vatican City so enduringly
fascinating. Whether you are drawn by religious devotion, an interest in art and
history, or the workings of a remarkable political microstate, this volume will illuminate
every aspect of this singular country at the heart of the Eternal City.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Vatican City: Origins and
Ancient Roots

Long before it became the smallest sovereign state in the world and the spiritual
epicenter of Catholicism, the land now known as Vatican City was, quite literally, a
swampy backwater. This marshy flood plain on the west bank of the Tiber River,
opposite the bustling heart of ancient Rome, was referred to by the Romans as the
"Ager Vaticanus," or "Vatican Field." It was an area considered somewhat dismal and
even ominous, perhaps due to its frequent flooding and its proximity to the powerful
Etruscan city of Veii, a rival of early Rome.

The name "Vatican" itself is shrouded in a bit of ancient mystery and several theories.
One popular idea suggests it derives from the Latin verb vaticinor, meaning "to
prophesy" or "to foretell," implying it might have been a place where prophets or
soothsayers, known as vates, issued their predictions. Another whimsical theory, put
forth by the Roman writer Varro, links the name to an Etruscan god of prophecy,
Vaticanus, who was believed to preside over the first cries of newborns. Regardless of
its exact etymological roots, what is clear is that this area, far from the grand forums
and hills of Rome, held a certain mystical or otherworldly quality for the ancients.

For centuries, the Ager Vaticanus remained largely agricultural land, dotted with small
farmsteads, and was considered outside the city proper. It was a place for common
burials, as Roman law typically prohibited interments within the city limits. This is
significant, as it laid the foundation for the sprawling necropolis that would later be
discovered beneath St. Peter's Basilica. These early tombs, some dating back to the
2nd century AD, offer a glimpse into the burial customs of both pagan and early
Christian Romans.

The Vatican's transformation from a peripheral field to a site of imperial interest began
in the 1st century AD. Agrippina the Elder, mother of Emperor Caligula, undertook the
impressive task of draining the marshy land and establishing extensive gardens there.
Her son, the infamous Emperor Caligula, continued this development by constructing a
circus for chariot races within these gardens. This enormous stadium, later completed
by Emperor Nero and subsequently known as the Circus of Nero or Circus Vaticanus,
became a prominent feature of the Ager Vaticanus. It was a massive entertainment
complex, approximately 530 feet long and 295 feet wide, where chariot races, athletic
contests, and other public spectacles were held.

The last visible remnant of Nero's Circus today is the Vatican Obelisk, which now
stands proudly in the center of St. Peter's Square. This ancient Egyptian obelisk was
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originally brought to Rome from Heliopolis by Emperor Caligula himself, intended as a
dramatic centerpiece for his newly built circus. It would silently bear witness to the
events that would forever change the character of the Vatican Hill.

It was within this very circus, or in its immediate vicinity, that the nascent Christian
community in Rome would face its most brutal persecution. In 64 A.D., a devastating
fire swept through Rome, consuming much of the city. Rumors abounded that Emperor
Nero himself was responsible, perhaps to clear land for his ambitious building projects.
Desperate to deflect blame, Nero found a convenient scapegoat in the Christians, a
growing religious sect that was often misunderstood and viewed with suspicion by the
Roman populace.

What followed was a period of horrific persecution. Christians were rounded up,
arrested, and subjected to torturous executions in public spectacles. Some were
covered in animal skins and torn apart by dogs, others were crucified, and still others
were set ablaze to serve as living torches to illuminate Nero's garden games. It is
during this brutal time, specifically in 64 A.D., that Christian tradition holds Saint Peter,
one of Jesus's chief apostles and the first Bishop of Rome, was martyred.

According to tradition, Peter was crucified upside-down at his own request, feeling
unworthy to die in the same manner as Jesus. His execution is believed to have taken
place in Nero's Circus or the adjacent Vatican Hill. Following his death, Peter was
buried in the nearby necropolis, a common burial ground along the Via Cornelia. This
modest burial site, unmarked and blending with other graves, would eventually
become the most sacred spot in Christendom.

For centuries, this tomb, though humble, became a quiet focal point for early Christian
devotion. Pilgrims would discreetly visit the site, leaving graffiti with the names of
Christ and Peter on a plaster wall near the aedicule, a small shrine that was built over
the tomb around the 2nd century A.D. This continued for over two hundred years, a
testament to the enduring faith of a community that had faced immense persecution.

The turning point for Christianity, and for the Vatican Hill, arrived with Emperor
Constantine I. In 313 A.D., Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, a groundbreaking
proclamation that granted religious tolerance throughout the Roman Empire,
effectively ending the official persecution of Christians. This act paved the way for the
widespread growth and public practice of Christianity.

Constantine, a pivotal figure in the history of the Roman Empire and Christianity, then
embarked on a monumental project. Around 324 A.D., he commissioned the
construction of a grand basilica directly over what was believed to be Saint Peter's
tomb. This ambitious undertaking required leveling much of the Vatican Hill and
partially demolishing the ancient necropolis, though efforts were made to protect the
existing tombs. The basilica, known as Old St. Peter's Basilica, was designed to be a
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significant site of worship, over 100 meters long, capable of holding thousands of
people, and symbolizing the Christianization of the Roman Empire. Its main altar was
intentionally placed directly over Peter's burial site, reinforcing the profound
connection to the apostle.

The construction of Old St. Peter's Basilica was a massive endeavor, begun around 320
A.D., consecrated in 326 A.D., and largely completed by 349 A.D. Tradition even
suggests that Constantine himself carried twelve basketfuls of soil during the initial
phase, one for each of the twelve apostles. This majestic structure, with its five aisles
and large atrium, quickly became a major pilgrimage destination, drawing faithful from
across the Christian world. For about a thousand years, the Lateran Palace, on the
opposite side of Rome, served as the primary residence of the popes. However, after
the Avignon Papacy (1309-1377), during which the popes resided in France, they
eventually returned to Rome and chose the Vatican as their main residence.

The independent state of Vatican City, as we know it today, is a much more recent
creation, dating back to 1929. It came into being through the signing of the Lateran
Treaty between the Holy See and the Kingdom of Italy. This treaty formally recognized
Vatican City as a sovereign state, distinct from the much larger Papal States that had
historically encompassed a significant portion of Central Italy and had been annexed
by the Kingdom of Italy in 1870. The treaty ensured the Holy See's "absolute and
visible independence" and "indisputable sovereignty in the international arena," thus
bringing an end to the "Roman Question," a long-standing dispute between the Italian
state and the papacy. This marked a new chapter for the Vatican, transforming it from
a mere collection of sacred buildings into a recognized, independent nation.
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