EXPLORING THE HILL
TOWNS OF UMBRIA
Nearly all the cities, towns and villages in
Umbria are built on hills, and while all are
somewhat similar, each has its own
character. Gubbio and Spoleto are on the
sides of mountains while others such as
Perugia, Todi and Amelia are on conical
hills, and Orvieto is built on a fairly flat
raised plateau. Exceptions such as the
newer industrial cities of Terni and Foligno
are built in valleys. The hill towns are
medieval in origin and the terrain has
usually halted the garish march of
"progress" at their walls.
Orvieto- This city is a must for all visitors
to the region for at least three things: its site,
its wine, and its cathedral. The wine you
can buy elsewhere but you'll probably never
see another city perched on top of a mesa as
is Orvieto. The Duomo, built from the late
13th century to the early 14th, is no text book
example of any well-defined style. The
façade is a unique and dazzling blend of
color and line that is stunningly beautiful,
for this observer the most beautiful in all
Italy. The frescos inside by Luca Signorelli
are also fascinating. Next to it is the Emilio
Greco Museum. Greco was a sculptor from
Calabria, who did the new doors on the
Duomo, and thereby developed a lasting
relationship with the city.
Besides
containing many of his art works, the
museum is one of many locales for the
concerts of Umbria Jazz Winter, held during
the New Years period.
Il Palazzo del Capitano, built in local tufo (volcanic) stone five or six centuries ago, has
been remodeled into a conference center. A cable car connects the town center with the
RR station below. At the top of the cable car there’s a pleasant walled park where you
can see up and down the valley. Just outside Orvieto to the south, there’s an old
monastery turned hotel, called La Badia. It’s a lovely spot with a restaurant and a nice
view of Orvieto, and while a bit expensive, it's worth a stay or a visit for a meal.
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To the west: (in Tuscany)
Pitigliano- Very old and rather picturesque walled city about 30 km west of Orvieto. For
centuries it had a significant Jewish population since it was just outside the Papal State.
The Fascist period decimated that community, but it’s still one of the main places in Italy
where kosher wine is made, and there is a Jewish Museum.
To the south:
Civita’ di Bagnoreggio. (about 15 curvy kilometers south of Orvieto) The town of
Bagnoreggio itself is very ordinary but at the end of it a little road leads to a parking lot
which is as close as you can get to Civita’ by car. It’s a butte, similar to Orvieto but
much smaller, apparently created by earthquakes over the years and mostly abandoned by
its Italian inhabitants. You reach it by a long pedestrian footbridge over an abyss,
making this a unique approach to a town. Foreigners have restored some of the houses.
The most conspicuous of these is a professor of Architecture at the U. of Washington,
who runs their Rome program. The village is tiny but its setting is spectacular and well
worth a visit.
To the east:
Todi- This is “our” city. Although it has only about 7000 inhabitants, it has three major
churches, Tempio della Consolazione (1508-1607) by Bramante at the base of the town,
San Fortunato, a Gothic church at the pinnacle, and the Duomo in the piazza, which was
started in the 1100's and completed in the 17th century. San Fortunato was started in
1292 but its façade was never completed. The story goes that its architect was blinded by
the people of Orvieto, who feared that he'd produce a rival to their Duomo. The beautiful
main piazza is a nice place to sit and have a drink. Several movies have been shot in the
piazza, most notably The Agony and the Ecstacy and Romanoff and Juliet. The shops
along the main street nearly all have vaulted ceilings and many have removed the plaster
to expose the brickwork. The Teatro Communale, a small 19th century opera house, was
restored in the 90's and now hosts plays and concerts throughout the year, after many sad
years as a local movie emporium. Behind the Duomo there's a Vignola designed Palazzo,
which was the site of an annual Antiques Fair, until a tragic fire killed 34 people and
devastated the building on the last day of the 1982 Fair. The palazzo has been restored
and the Antiques Fair is back every spring. Todi gets its share of tourists these days but it
does still function as a real town, unlike Assisi or Gubbio. However, Todi is changing
too, since supermarkets have sprung up outside the walls. The main street is a one lane,
one-way downhill thoroughfare where cars and pedestrians vie for the limited space and
shops have a tough time surviving because parking is scarce and walking difficult.
Nevertheless, its narrow streets and alleys are a delight. In another section on restaurants
in Umbria, I’ve mentioned two of the many local restaurants, the Umbria and the Cavour.
I left out another that is really worth a visit. It’s the Relais Todini, a small hotel and
restaurant, about 7 km east of Todi on the road to Collevalenza.
Collevalenza is a village known only because a huge modern church was built there in
the 50’s or 60’s by a Spanish architect. Italy is full of ancient churches. This is one very
impressive modern one, a destination of pilgrimages from various parts of Europe. The
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Relais Todini is off the road so you have to look for it. It’s a beautifully decked out villa
and the food is excellent.
Acqualoreto, home of the Red Cat, is 16 km south of Todi. Although the population is
about 200, we even have a restaurant in town, La Cruccola. Acqualoreto is a beautiful
little walled fortress turned village. There are some other remarkably well conserved
villages in the area, most notably Melezzole and Toscolano, a few kilometers to the
south, and each of them also has a restaurant.
Amelia, which pre-dates Rome, is fascinating because it defies belief as to how narrow
the streets can be and still be open to traffic. If that's a challenge you don't want to take
up, you can park outside the walls and walk up. The view from the top is striking but
also a little sad, as it clearly demonstrates the unsightly sprawl of new growth at the base
of the town, the curse of most Italian hill towns. Amelia has a colorful week-long festa in
August with old costumes and equestrian events.
Terni is a provincial capitol and an industrial city not usually considered interesting for
tourists, but there are a few things to see in the area. Terni does have better shopping and
friendlier, more down to earth people than Perugia, and although it's surrounded by
mountains, the town itself is flat and easily walkable. There are ample underground
parking lots on the edge of the central district. We enjoy its nice urban, pedestrianfriendly quality. About fifty meters away from a large modern fountain at the
intersection of the Corso and Via Mazzini, there’s a little pizza shop called Punto Pizza at
via Mazzini 15, with the best pizza by the slice that we’ve ever encountered anywhere.
The Cascata dei Marmore is Europe’s highest waterfall a few km to the southeast. Nice
to see but maybe not what one comes to Italy for, which is also true of the nearby Lake
Piediluco, where the Italian Olympic rowing teams work out. About half an hour past the
Cascata dei Marmore and four km beyond Ferentillo you’ll find the Abbazia di San Pietro
in Valle, a gorgeous medieval abbey, whose construction started in the eighth century and
was rebuilt in the tenth and eleventh centuries. It now houses a restaurant and hotel.
Perugia has hosted Italy’s largest Jazz Festival, Umbria Jazz, since 1973, but with the
arrival of the new millenium, Terni has started its own smaller but no less interesting
festival, Terniinjazz. Most concerts are held in the old Roman amphitheater in the center
of town, but some are held in beautiful of-of-town settings such as the Abbazia di San
Pietro-in-Valle. These are occasions not to be missed. The festival is during the last
week of June.
Stroncone, a pleasant little hilltop village a few kilometers to the south of Terni, has an
elegantly rustic restaurant, the Taverna di Prima Porta. Another very attractive town,
about 8 km out past Lago di Piediluco, is Labro. This whole town has been lovingly
restored by a group of Belgian architects. It’s become something of a country resort for
the French speaking community of Rome.
Further north:
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Spoleto- pleasant city, known mostly for the Festival of Two Worlds in June and July.
Most of the major concerts are held on the sloping street that runs into the front of the
Duomo.
Assisi- Home of St Francis, it’s a stunningly beautiful place, full of priests, nuns, pilgrims
and tourists and shops selling religious trinkets and other souvenirs. There are only about
2000 permanent residents, but countless thousands of visitors. Not a good place to be the
week of Easter unless you enjoy riding the NYC subways at rush hour. Do see it, but not
then, nor during other major Christian holidays. The Church of St. Francis is three
churches in one, and has frescoes by Giotto and Cimabue. Some were destroyed by
earthquake in the late 90's but restoration of the church has proceeded well. The annual
Antiques Fair in Assisi runs from the last week of April until the last week of May.
Gubbio- Unlike most Umbrian hill towns, which are built on top of hills, this one is built
up the south side of a very steep mountainside. (Assisi has a similar site although less
steep.) It’s a lovely town but seems heavily dependent on the tourist trade. In the shops
you can buy cross bows and smooth black pottery made in the old Etruscan way, i.e.
black all the way through. On the evening of Good Friday the town is lit by torches and
there is a procession with two alternating choirs. The other big day in Gubbio is May 15
which sees the Festa dei Ceri (Festival of Altar candles). Groups of 20 bearers race
through the streets carrying over-sized candelabras holding statues of saints, up to the
Santuary of Sant'Ubaldo (the local patron saint) at the top of the town. Other frenzied
celebrants ring the bells high up in the bell tower defying gravity and common sense.
Among the good places to eat in Gubbio are Taverna del Lupo in via Ansidei, and Porta
Tesseneca in via Baldassini. The road from Perugia to Gubbio (#298) runs along the top
of a ridge and is unusually panoramic and scenic.
Città di Castello is a relatively flat, walled town about 40 km north of Perugia, featuring
some interesting architecture and early Renaissance art. Adjacent to the Duomo, on the
west runs the wall demarcating the town. There is a road outside the wall with some well
designed and landscaped parking lots, and then the unspoiled green hills rise to the west.
At the Saturday morning market the entire center is filled with people, while just outside
that wall, the landscape remains much as it has been for centuries. We don't know Città
di Castello well, but, in addition to the art, it produced Monica Bellucci, so it's clearly a
blessed place.
Spello is not on everyone’s list of places to see, because it's small and off the beaten
track, but it's another very attractive little city. Montefalco is yet another small,
traditional hill town that’s a pleasure to walk around but is not well known. It has
gathered a considerable reputation for its wine, its oil and its fabrics (towels, tablecloths
etc.). Nearby Bevagna is perhaps even more pleasant to walk around in since it’s
relatively flat and has the feel of a larger city than it is, with some clearly important
buildings. Trevi is yet another jewel of a small hill town, high up on the mountain. All
three are a short distance south of Assisi, and closer to Foligno, a much larger and more
industrialized city, which is not without its own attractions.
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Deruta is a one industry town. There are hundreds of ceramic shop/factories, more than
you could ever visit. Its ceramics are well known throughout Italy and sold all over
Umbria. The traditional Deruta style is rustic and colorful, featuring roosters and other
country themes, but there is something for everyone, from classic to kitch. Most outlets
are along the highway, but up in the center of town (on the hill) there’s a ceramics
museum in addition to lots more ceramics shops. Wives tend to like to shop in Deruta so
if you stop, you may need more time than you figured on.
Torgiano- Unremarkable as a town but it does have the Lungarotti Wine Museum and Le
Tre Vasselle, the excellent Lungarotti restaurant/hotel.
Perugia- the capital of Umbria and its largest city. It’s a maze on a mountain and
confusing to drive in. However, there are many parking lots around the center which are
connected to it by a series of long escalators (scala mobile) which take you up to the
central district.(typically referred to as Il Centro in Italian cities) The major one of these
escalators passes through an excavated ancient site, the Rocca Paolina, which consists of
several different historic periods of the city. The main street, Corso Vannucci, is closed
to traffic and usually filled with pedestrians and sidewalk cafes. Pietro Vannucci was the
name of the painter better known as Perugino, and any city which has named its main
street after its best painter gets the Red Cat Seal of Approval. Perugia has a fairly large
university, as well as Italy’s only University for Foreigners, so it’s full of young people
from all over the world. It’s a nice place to stroll but many of the shops have outrageous
prices, which we’ve always found a little strange in a University town, but then, there are
also two big hospitals with lots of doctors. Perugia is a city of contradictions in that it
represents the best and the worst of urban planning. The new outlying districts are hostile
to pedestrians, and chaotic. The relationship of big new stores to roads is badly planned
at best, and frequently dangerous. The road signs in Perugia are the most confusing we
have seen anywhere in the world. On the other hand, the implementation of escalators
and parking lots in the center is brilliant. Perugia is lively the year around, but especially
during the second week in July, when it hosts Umbria Jazz. The city teems with people
out to enjoy the good weather and the great music in a gorgeous setting.
Northwest of Perugia:
Cortona- nice town in southern Tuscany,. It’s just outside of Umbria, and is the home of
Tonnino, the restaurant listed on our places to eat page.
Montepulciano- another pleasant, small Tuscan hilltown, full of Germans and wine
shops. It’s in an area of very high quality wine.
Città del Pieve is a small town midway between Orvieto and Cortona which differs from
most Umbrian towns in that its built almost entirely of brick, rather than the stone typical
to the region. It's the birthplace of the painter Perugino, and some of his works can be
seen here.
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In the map below, triangles indicate places of unusual interest or beauty, asterisks for skiing or swimming
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