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T
here was no escaping it. Try as one might, there
was no way out but to go with the dense flow of
sweaty humanity. This was the Vatican Museum
with its endless galleries of some of the finest art

Western civilization had ever produced - scores of high-
lights obstructed from full view by fellow journeymen,
many of whom were trying to make the most of a once-in-
a-lifetime experience.

One hapless tourist took pictures of the explanatory
panels, unable to stand still and actually read them, before
being swept up and moved along, up to the next master-
piece hidden from proper view. Michelangelo was a
visionary genius for painting not only the walls of the
Vatican’s Sistine Chapel, but primarily its ceilings. Over
half a millennium later, it does allow for an unobstructed
view, however tightly packed the masses are, however
tense the neck muscles become. 

This was a weekday in early autumn, when travelers in
most destinations expect high tourist season to finally give
way to a semblance of civility. Not in Rome, not at the
Vatican. It captivated in a few claustrophobic moments the
challenges top tourist destinations now face across
Europe - be it Amsterdam, Venice, Rome or Belgium’s
Bruges. “Memories which someday will become all beauti-
ful when the last annoyance that encumbers them shall
have faded out of our minds,” Mark Twain wrote in his
famed travel report through Europe, the Middle East and
North Africa, “The Innocents Abroad.” With over tourism
gripping the great treasures of humanity, it seems a lot of
amnesia is in order for memories to truly shine.

But hold on. There is another way, and you don’t even
have to give up a visit to a place like Rome. One day after
the suffocating zombie experience at the Vatican Museum,
you might be forgiven for furtively looking over your
shoulder at the Palazzo Massimo alle Terme museum and
wonder, “Where is everybody?” The art is as unbeatable
as at the Vatican. Try finding a better 2,000-year-old dis-
cus thrower, and wonder how so much human expression
could be put in a bronze like the boxer. And here you can
circle it from every angle with nary another tourist in
sight.

What it comes down to is an acceptance that you might
not see every top-five attraction in a city or country. But
what you will lose in namedropping - “I was at the Uffizi”
- you will gain in true travel experience and a sense of
adventure to go off the beaten track.

Here’s how that philosophy plays out on a visit to
Rome, even if it might sound sacrilegious to some:
1. Skip a visit to the Colosseum. Don’t worry, you will get

plenty of great views of it from all so many streets

around there. Instead, try the Baths of Caracalla. The
ruins of the baths, where 1,600 were served at once in
Roman times, are awe-inspiring and you find better
patterns for floor mosaics there.

2. Seeing 10 great paintings up close beats seeing 100
behind a forest of selfie sticks. So head for the Palazzo
Doria Pamphilj. Lore goes that when Pope Innocentius
X saw Velasquez’s portrait of him there, the pontiff is
said to have exclaimed “Troppo Vero!” - too true - and
kept it away from the public eye for far too long. Many

consider it the finest portrait in history, though the
tourist hordes don’t know about it.

Rome is so saturated with the greatest art that the list
goes on forever. Too many sweaty shoulders to get a great
view of statues of the legendary Bernini on the Piazza
Navona? Head to slightly out of the way Santa Maria della
Vittoria and see perhaps his greatest work, the sculpture
depicting “The Ecstasy of Saint Teresa.” I won’t say more,
but read the accompanying text in the church and you’ll
find some religious writing which could put “Fifty Shades
of Grey” to shame.

You might even switch cities on your itinerary. Instead
of Amsterdam and its choc-a-block crowds clogging the
uneven streets, pick nearby Utrecht as your base. The
canals have a charm all their own and you will find a simi-
lar waft of weed coming out of its many “cafes.” In Italy,
instead of Florence, spare a thought for Ferrara.

When in Belgium, bypass Bruges and go for nearby
Ghent, and what you lose in quaintness, you win in student
grit. Instead of ubiquitous chocolate shops, you get state-
of-the-art bakeries. But stop! Last time I checked this
spring, it seemed the hordes had discovered Ghent’s sce-
nic Graslei waterfront and had tourists almost spilling into
the river.

It is a cautionary tale since the last thing an intrepid
tourist now needs is to have someone tell them where to
go. That is exactly how tourism turned into overtourism.
For 19th century Twain, the “noblest delight” on his grand
tour was “to be the first - that is the idea.” Then he came
to Rome and realized the impossibility of his quest. “What
is there for me to touch that others have not touched,” he
asked.

The challenge for the 21st century is almost the inverse:
Instead of the traveler touching something, the challenge is
how to be touched by something, to find something inspir-
ing in this overwhelming world of mass tourism. Just head
off the overly trodden track. And with a bit of imagination,
that can be done even within Rome. — AP
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Amsterdam’s De Waag, or Weigh House, is illuminated in Amsterdam, Netherlands. — AP photos

With “Solo: A Star Wars Story” prov-
ing an intergalactic dud on its open-
ing weekend, analysts have been

pondering whether Lucasfilm’s enviable
license to print money might just have
expired. The latest prequel in the iconic space
franchise opened over the Memorial Day
weekend in the US and Canada on just $103
million, worryingly short of predictions of a
$150 million debut. The news abroad was
arguably worse, leaving Oscar-winning veter-
an filmmaker Ron Howard’s contribution to the
“Star Wars” universe barely halfway toward
the predicted $300 million opening global
take.

“By any other movie’s standards, this
would be a home run,” comScore senior
media analyst Paul Dergarabedian told AFP.
“In the world of ‘Star Wars,’ where the expec-
tations are so high and interest rises to a fever
pitch, it’s being universally called a disap-
pointment or an underwhelming perform-
ance.” “Solo,” starring 28-year-old Alden
Ehrenreich (“Hail Caesar!”) in the title role,
charts the adventure-filled past of smuggler
Han Solo-made famous in four “Star Wars”
movies by Harrison Ford.

The second of three planned spinoffs from
Disney-owned Lucasfilm, it follows “Rogue
One: A Star Wars Story,” the second highest
grossing movie worldwide in 2016. It has
endured a journey to screen as treacherous as

a picnic on a windy day in the Tatooine
desert, with directing duo Phil Lord and Chris
Miller sacked by Lucasfilm over “creative dif-
ferences” far into the production.

‘Fan outcries’ 
Another inconvenient personnel change

that may have put pressure on the reported
$250 million budget was the withdrawal of
Michael K. Williams, who had been tapped to
play the main villain but had to pass the part
on to Paul Bettany because of a scheduling
conflict. “‘Solo’ had to endure a year’s worth
of bad press,” Shawn Robbins, chief analyst at
Boxoffice.com, told AFP.

“Speculation ran rampant after myriad
confirmed and unconfirmed stories relating to
why Lucasfilm switched gears and changed
directors near the end of production-report-
edly resulting in 70 percent of the film being
reshot.” Howard is generally credited with
having done a decent job at short notice,
however, and the problem for analysts isn’t
necessarily the quality of what ended up on
screen.

Han Solo’s origin story, Robbins argues,
turned off fans because it didn’t connect
directly to the overarching mythos of the main
saga, whereas “Rogue One” dovetails directly
onto 1977’s “A New Hope.”  “A lot of people
had made up their minds about this movie
months before it even came out. It just wasn’t

clear how significant a portion of the fan base
that was until now,” Robbins said. 

“Despite the durability of the brand name,
the film simply wasn’t able to overcome the
negative headlines and fan outcries that have
gestated-whether or not one agrees with
them-since Disney took over the franchise.”
Another potent factor might well have been
“Star Wars fatigue,” say analysts, 40 years
into a series that kept respectable three-year

gaps between episodes in the original and
prequel trilogies.

Bump in the road 
The trilogies themselves-the original films,

the prequels and the sequel series due to
wrap up in 2019 — were also launched a long
time apart, with gaps of 16 and then 10 years.
Disney paid “Star Wars” creator George
Lucas $4 billion for Lucasfilm in 2012, and has

already brought out no less than four movies,
starting with 2015’s “The Force Awakens.”
“Solo” came out with “The Last Jedi”-the
eighth movie in the main saga still playing in
some foreign markets and having only just
ended its US theatrical run a month earlier.

Robbins and Dergarabedian both refer to
the stuttering start made by “Solo” as a rock
or bump in the road, arguing that the fran-
chise is still in good health. “It’s easy to
Monday morning quarterback for all of us. For
Disney, they’re putting it all on the line and
they’re going to take these lessons learned
from this weekend and apply them,”
Dergarabedian said.

Over the next decade, Lucasfilm is plan-
ning an Episode IX, two further trilogies by
“Last Jedi” director Rian Johnson and “Game
of Thrones” showrunners David Benioff and
D.B. Weiss, a Boba Fett origin story, a live-
action series from Jon Favreau and a possible
Obi Wan Kenobi spinoff. “Lucasfilm is still in
a good position when it comes to the fran-
chise’s long-term future, but this no doubt
serves as a teachable moment that even the
most invincible of movie properties must be
paced and cared for appropriately,” said
Robbins. “When that happens, the rewards
will be reaped.” — AFP

May the flop be with you: Inquest begins after ‘Solo’ washout

(From left) Donald Glover, Emilia Clarke, Alden Ehrenreich and Paul Bettany attend a screening
of ‘Solo: A Star Wars Story’ in New York. — AFP

A dare: Skip the
Colosseum and Vatican
on a trip to Rome?

People dressed as gladiators stand in front of the Colosseum in Rome, Italy. 

People wait in line to get into the Vatican museum in Vatican City, Italy.

A tourist takes a selfie in St Mark’s Square in Venice, Italy. Tourists ride in a horse drawn carriage in Bruges,
Belgium.

Two people stand in front of a fountain in Vatican City, Italy. Tourists visit the Colosseum in Rome, Italy.


