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On a crash course
in the bel paese

eating and shopping with a captivating study tour
{ Italian art? Umbria, says Mary Miers
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Above: The walled
town of Spello.
Left: Mary and
Annin Norcia in
Octlober. Seen in
the background is
the church of Sta
Rita, which, along
with much of the
town, was lragic-
ally destroyed in
an earthquake

a few days later
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influence on the Umbrian School—
not to mention the deep spirituality that
pervaded the region in the wake of
St Francis. Nowhere else can you see
such a comprehensive survey of the 13th-
and l4th-century masters, notably
Cimambuie, Giotto and Cavallini from
Rome and Lorenzetti and Martini
from Siena—or, indeed, such import-
ant medieval stained glass.

A short spin in the Fiat found us
Tunching in the October sunshine beside
a magnificent Roman portico. We'd
come Lo the charming little town of
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Spello to seek out another Umbrian
artist who trained with Perugino: Pin-
turicchio. Fumbling for more Iuros,
we begged the caretaker in Sta Maria
Maggiore to re-illuminate the Baglioni
Chapel so that we could look again
at the exquisite frescoes.

It’s difficult to imagine how can-
dles could have ever done justice to
these paintings, with their jewel-like
colours and lambent light, all so
reminiscent of Venetian art and,
more specifically, Raphael. However,
Raphael and Michelangelo were start-
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frescoes were being done in =
1500s and Leonardo was pa
the Mona Lisa.

Pinturicchio may not have been inno-
vative, but his narrative paintings
excel in architectural and decorative
harmony and seem wonderfully fresh.
We looked as his Bellini-like Madornna
in Sant’ Andrea just up the road and
tracked him down again the following
afternoon in the shadow of the great
papal fortress of Spoleto. There, in
the Duomo, you can see his [rescoed

ing work in the Vatican when “hese
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chapel, as well as Fra Filippo Lippi’s
final work.
We continue our journey south, Ann
driving, me map reading and leafing
through our portable library. So far,
we've been lucky not to encounter any
‘chiuso per restauro’ signs, but we've
already missed one significant church
interior by stopping for a late break-
fast (tnost churches close at midday),
prompting Ann to reiterate her mantra:
‘Always take the opportunity to go in
if you see a church door open’
Time is running out and the choice
is agonising. Foligno? Bavagno? Trevi?
No, we must head straight for Monte-
falco (frescoes by Fra Angelico’s
assistant Benozzo Gozzoli), then Todi
on its hill above the Tiber valley
and Orvieto on its clifftop. Orvieto’s
grey-and white-striped Gothic cathe-
dral is, without doubt, the finest in
‘%Umbria: we could not miss its fagade
of bas reliefs and gilded mosaics and
chapel frescoed by I'ra’ Angelico and
Luca Signorelli.

I had fallen in love with Todi on
a previous visit, charmed by its inti-
mate piazza like a medieval stage
set and the celestial views of the
Martani hills. Now, we were wrapped
in a dense fog, but the town still felt
magical nonetheless and we took
a childish delight in peering through
the murk at carved figures crouching
among acanthus leaves on a church
portal and stumbling upon Roman
fragments including the niches of
a vast forum.

Our trusty IFiat had defied Giu-
= seppe’s scorn. Small enough to squeeze
2 down medieval alleyways, it was also
< high enough to negotiate the steep,
= rou gh tracks of Tenuto di Murlo,

hapel, Sunte Maria Maggiove, Spello, Taly/Bridgeman Fma

Above: Col delle
Noci, one of the
villas at Castello
di Heschio that
are available to
rant. Right: The
Annunciation, one
of a cycle of fres-
coes painted in
1500-01 by Pin-
turicehio in the
Baglioni Chapel
of Santa Maria
Maggiore in
Spello

something the Audi could never have
managed. The estate lies just north
of Perugia and we were booked in to
stay in one of its farmhouses—=Santa
Croce, atop the mountain of thal name.

Italy is famous for its agriturismo;
now, Umbrian landowners have pio-
neered a new form of rural accom-
modation, restoring redundant farm
complexes as smart holiday lets with
access to a range of private services
and activities.

Most impressive is the Bolza fam-
ily’s Castello di Reschio, 3,000 acres
of wooded hills surrounding a castle
near Lake Trasimeno (see box). Here,
you can rent a villa down a remote
track and retreat into an island of
luxury, with only your infinity pool
and the pinprick of a solitary hilltop
village to hint at human habitation.

You could happily spend an entire
holiday here, but, for culture vultures
and Piero della Francesca fans,
there's tiny Monterchi on a green hill
nearby, with his serene Madornna del
Farto, and Sansepulchro, home to
his Resurirection.

We ended our week in the birth-
place of 5t Benedict, ringed by the
fecund woods of the Monti Sibillini
national park. The walled city of
Norcia gave its name to the butcher’s
shop (norcineria) and is famous
for its cured meats, truffles and arti-
san foods.

Tragically, two days after we left,
70% of Norcia was destroyed by an
carthquake. It will rise from the rubble
as it has done so often. Resilient
citizens will restore its eight churches
and sturdy squares and Noreia will
sustain its reputation as the gastro-
nomic hub of central Italy. e~

Where we stayed

San Lorenzo Tre, Todi
A 17th-century palazzo
with old-world charm:
painted ceilings, terracotta
floors, family photographs,
proper sheets and blan-
kets. The lack of modern
bathrocms was mcre than
made up for by character.
Garden and roof terrace
fwww.saniorenzo3.it)

Castello di Reschio
An estate with a castle
{currently being restored
as a hotel) and 50 historic
farmhouses, 25 of which
have so far been restored
and sold as luxury villas,
some available to rent. The
Bolzas are committed
conservationists, keen to
preserve the local verna-
cular. The design work is
all carried out on site by
Conte Benedikt Balza,
an architect and interior
designer, who works with
local craflsmen and has
converted the fabaccaia
into an art gallery and studio.
Owners buy into the
unusual ethos cf Reschio,
which is centrally man-
aged at every lavel. Fach
house has its own gard
ener, maid and concierge
service, as well as access
to the catate’s private
restaurant, wine shop,
fishing, hunting and riding
(Andalusian horses are
bred and trained harg)
(www.reschio.com)

Tenuta di Murio

A 7.bB00-acre estate with
castle and five serviced
farmnouse villas, each
with its own pool and
garden, surrounded by
woaoded hills and lakes,
but just 20 minutes’ drive
from Perugia. Restaurant
and adjacent Antognolia
golf course; yoga, forag-

ing and cookery classes,
plus many ouldoor activi-
ties (www.murlo.com)

Food

Food in Umbria is simpla
and delicious. Teeming with
wild boar, the region excels
in cured meats (notably
around Norcia), mush-
rooms and truffles. Try
crostini topped with truffles,
mushrooms or chicken-
liver paté; a casserole of
wild pigeon {columbo);
torta al testo, the local flal-
bread; and tazzetti aimond
biscuits (like Tuscan can-
tucei, but with anis) served
with vir santo.

Where we ate

Osteria a Priori, Perugia,
has the best Umbrian
food and winss (www.
osteriaapriorn.it)

Ristorante Umbria, lodi,
has been famous for Umb-
rian cuising since the 1950s
and for its wonderful ler-
race overlooking the
Manti Martani. In winter,
the interior, with ils great
Renaissance fireplace, is
wonderfully atmospheric
(www.ristorariteumbria.it)

Osteria at Castello di'
Reschio (www.reschio.
com)

Il Caldaro at Tenuto di
Murlo (www.Murlo.com/
fl-caldaro-restaurant)

Books

Umbria: A Cultural Guide
by lan Camplbell Ross
Blue Guide: Central ltaly
by Alta Macadam

101 Places in ltaly: A Pri-
vate GGrand Tour by Francia
Russell

Tuscany & Umbria: A Coll-
ection of Poetry of Place
ediled by Gaia Sarvadio

Edinburgh Art Studies
is run by Ann Buchanan
(01875 341326; www,
edinburgharistudies.co.uk)
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