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Vatican exhibit to open during
World Meeting of Families, papal
visit
By Shannon Bowen
Catholic News Service
PHILADELPHIA – Works of art including paintings, sculptures and rare artifacts
from the Vatican will be on display just in time for the World Meeting of Families
and the visit of Pope Francis to Philadelphia this September.
More than 200 works of art, 40 percent of which have never been shown publicly
anywhere, are part of the “Vatican Splendors” exhibit opening Sept. 19 at
Philadelphia’s venerable Franklin Institute and running through February 2016.
Officials with the families meeting and the institute announced the arrival of the
exhibit during a news conference June 5.
Philadelphia is the only East Coast destination for the exhibit in a two-city North
American tour. The second city has not yet been announced.
“We are going to make Philadelphia shine its brightest in September,” said Donna
Crilley Farrell, executive director of the World Meeting of Families. “Vatican
Splendors” will be “a showstopper for visitors and Catholics in our region,” she said.
“This is a beautiful opportunity that will connect them.”
The nearly 10,000-square-foot exhibit, organized into 11 different galleries, will
consist of significant objects collected by Vatican Museums over the span of 2,000
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years.
The exhibit includes objects from the ancient St. Peter’s Basilica and tools used in
the construction of the 16th-century basilica and the Sistine Chapel; artwork by
Michelangelo; historical maps, signed documents and a bas-relief sculpture; works
by Baroque masters such as Bernini and Guercino; intricately embroidered silk
liturgical vestments; uniforms of the papal Swiss Guard; artwork that dates to the
first century; and bone fragments of SS. Peter and Paul as well as relics discovered
at their tombs.
From underground catacombs to the sights and sounds of the grand St. Peter’s
Basilica, the goal of the exhibit is to make visitors to feel as if they were transported
to the Vatican.
Organizers of “Vatican Splendors” hope to illustrate the evolution of the Catholic
Church by highlighting important developments, people and events in history. After
the tour, the items will return to the Vatican, from which they may not be absent for
more than a year.
The only object in the exhibit that visitors may touch is a bronze cast of St. John Paul
II’s hand, which Farrell said she was looking forward to seeing and suspects many
families in the city for the September events will also enjoy.
“The World Meeting of Families will bring Catholics closer to their faith in two ways
— the celebration of family and also the laser focus on the role of the family,” said
Farrell. “We are so blessed for the beloved Pope Francis to come to our area. The
1979 visit of St. John Paul II, 36 years ago, is still talked about. This will influence
the Philadelphia area because it’s something that will be talked about for decades. It
may encourage those who have been away from the church to come back, and this is
something that will transform us.”
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“Vatican Splendors” is a gift to Philadelphia, Farrell said, because visitors will “have
the ability to see firsthand what you would normally have to travel to another
continent to see.”
Between the events of Pope Francis’ visit, the World Meeting of Families and
cultural highlights such as the Franklin Institute’s exhibit, the eyes of the world will
be on Philadelphia for a once-in-a-lifetime experience.
Also see:
Not just pretty pictures: Church art is catechetical storybook of faith
Beauty beneath the grime: Basilica’s Stations of the Cross undergo restoration
Christmas stamp features Walters Art Museum treasure by Raphael
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