
From Fr. Melvin  

Leading the way before my return (official weekend forthcoming) is a special remembrance of my 
Sabbatical of 2017.  Recalling my articles on basilicas and churches, this feature is about a kind of 
fortress or a defense of the faith.  One of the earliest and tallest structures located just outside Vati-
can City is Castel Sant’Angelo, a former mausoleum of the Roman Emperor Hadrian built in the 
early 2nd c. or 135-139.  I would say for any person to visit the Vatican, this nearby fortress is worth 
seeing, not to mention the beautiful view of Rome one enjoys because of its height.  Located near 
the Tiber River, Castel Sant’ Angelo served as protection against marauders in the 5th c. onward 
with a solid façade, and on one level, various pieces of defense weaponry.  In this 2-part series, I 
will offer photos of the outside and in the next column see interesting layouts of its interior.  A few 
popes took notice of its security and strong walls, including Pope St. Gregory the Great, wherein 
590, prayed and led a penitential procession even seeking protection of God’s people from the 
plague, a debilitating illness of the day.  Gregory recounts a vision of the archangel Michael behold-
ing his sword in defense of the area and overcoming 
the plague.  A marble statue of him is in the upper-
level courtyard and too, the name of Castel Sant’An-
gelo is named after him.  In our times, O Lord, may 
the intercession of St. Michael protect us against the 
coronavirus, and heal the many.  Amen.  

  

In the first photo, we see the walled area of the fa-
çade which is formed in a square whereas within, the 
interior is cylindrical containing rooms, halls, a 
chapel, and prison cells.  At ground level, notice a 
woman with a tall harp who is offering her time and 
skill to play sweet music while you tour around the 
fortress.   

 

 

 

 

 

In the 2nd photo, I offer a distant view of the Vat-
ican and St. Peter’s Basilica.  As you can see, 
anywhere from this building one can see a great 
distance, and in earlier days, time to prepare for 
one’s defense.  Just below on the right is a fur-
ther extension of the structure while offering 
protection and a view that offered the witness of 
an advancing army, whereas today, we see mod-
ern-day buildings obscuring an open landscape.   

 



 

In the 3rd photo, one notices a common 
bird in the area, a seagull, which did 
not want to leave and when I got closer 
he did not budge!  From this view one 
sees the Tiber River and the popular 
Ponte Sant’Angelo (bridge).  Many 
people gather in this area and is the 
prime crossing to this building as it is a 
pedestrian bridge not for vehicular traf-
fic.  Notice the columns that encircle 
the area, yet another key feature of Ro-
man structures in the early centu-
ries.  The iron fence in front warns of 
people to remain outside and not get 
any closer to the edge of the façade; no 
wonder the seagull was unafraid!   

 

In this courtyard photo, we see the in-
tercessor himself, St. Michael the Arch-
angel ready to defend Rome and stifle 
the plague.  His sword truly shows 
power and strength and some popes 
who came here felt secure.  Noticing 
the walled feature behind the statue one 
is left with the impression that this 
massive fortress offered a strong test 
against an invasion.  Interestingly, for 
those popes who came here, there was 
a passageway so constructed for one’s 
safe entry, especially Clement VII in 
the time of Emperor Charles V who in-
vaded Rome in 1527.  The next column 
will take us inside this one of a kind 
fortress.  St. Michael the Archangel, 
protector of the faith and our police 
forces, pray for us.   


