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Escaping the escape: a study among tourists’ visiting Santa 
Cecilia in Trastevere
Kjersti Karijord Smørvik

UiT, The Arctic University of Norway, School of Business and Economics, Harstad

ABSTRACT  
A number of tourists visit churches on their holiday without being 
religious or having any religious motivation. If religion is not 
important for the visit, what is then central to the tourist 
experience, and how do tourists describe their church visit? In this 
article, I examine tourists’ church visits and the meaning it gives. In 
a setting characterized through tourism and religion, and with a 
special focus on the individual church experience, the personal 
perspective is prioritized. The data for this study have been 
collected at the church of Santa Cecilia in Rome, where I have 
interviewed 12 tourists. The findings show that the experience of 
escape is an important part of the church visit. Further the findings 
demonstrate tourists’ need to find back to themselves, as a 
contrast to the busier tourist role. While previous studies of visits 
to religious sites often emphasize religious identity and holiness, 
this study indicates that religion is unimportant or subordinate to 
some extent. The findings therefore provide new knowledge about 
the significance for tourists of visiting churches.
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Introduction

Escapism has been a theme in tourism research ever since the 1970s (Cohen, 2010), and 
many articles have been written about tourists’ motivation to escape from the monotony 
of everyday life by visiting destinations far and near (Crompton, 1979; Dann, 1977; Iso- 
Ahola, 1982). As Cohen (2010) points out, there is perhaps one particular aspect that 
has been strongly emphasized in the context of people escaping to holiday destinations, 
namely the need for authenticity and authentic experiences. However, through several 
years of research in the field, the use of authenticity as a discourse has been decon-
structed and replaced by a vocabulary that encompasses identity and the self (Cohen, 
2010). On this basis «experiences that can provide a temporary perception of escape as 
well as allow participants to work and play with identity should not be under-valued» 
(Cohen, 2010, p. 40). Despite the extensive use of escapism as an explanation for 
people’s urge to travel, the concept of escape remains largely undertheorized (Cova 
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et al., 2018). What lies in a person’s escape, and what form of escape is represented by a 
holiday or by individual tourist experiences, is thus multifaceted.

There is little research that examines other forms of escape than the traditional search 
for out-of-the-ordinary experiences (Cova et al., 2018), and Chylińska (2022) discusses the 
need to understand what lies behind the tourist’s urge to escape something, rather than 
focusing on the place one escapes to. In the context of visiting religious places, various 
notions of meaning and functions are involved (Francis et al., 2008; Liro et al., 2018; 
Voase, 2007), including the feeling of nostalgia and escape (Alvarado-Sizzo & Mínguez, 
2023). Despite extensive research into tourists’ motivation to visit religious sites, much 
remains unexplored (Iliev, 2020; Terzidou et al., 2018). This applies particularly to 
insight into the motivation of so-called non-religious tourists (Iliev, 2020). The uncritical 
use of the term religious tourism is also problematic (Hughes et al., 2013; Iliev, 2020; 
Smørvik, 2023), because many people visit religious attractions or destinations without 
being religious. Tourists’ visits to religious places clearly cover a wide range of secular 
and/or religious practices (Hughes et al., 2013; Liro et al., 2018; Raj & Morpeth, 2007). 
There is thus a need for research that examines more closely non-religious tourist’s sub-
jective and personal experience in religious contexts (Albayrak et al., 2018; Kim et al., 
2020). With its focus on the church as an attraction and place to visit, this article contrib-
utes to research on the basis of its emphasis on the individual perspective of the tourist. 
Drawing on interviews and observations, this study deals with tourists’ experiences of 
church visits, and what forms of meaning these may involve.

Escape, escape tourism and church experiences

The only term to describe tourists’ main motivation for traveling is the word «escape», 
according to Dann (1977). Based on the original meaning of the word, escape implies a 
«departure from tangible sources of distress and disaster» (Heilman, 1975, p. 440). 
However, it is common to refer to escape in various contexts. One talks about escaping 
from a location or an environment, from a situation or a government, from destiny or 
trouble, and perhaps even from oneself (Heilman, 1975). The idea of escaping from some-
thing can hardly be understood without including what one is escaping to (Iso-Ahola, 
1982). In tourism research, therefore, escape does not only apply to the notion of 
leaving or avoiding something, but also the desire to seek something different (Cohen, 
2010; Iso-Ahola, 1982). Dann (1977) identifies anomie and self-satisfaction or self-assertion 
as two of the most important reasons for traveling. The former is derived from the indi-
vidual’s situation in society and the need to get away from it all, while the latter originates 
in the desire to go to a place that offers new opportunities to assert oneself and perhaps 
take on a different role from the habitual one (Dann, 1977).

Despite the pervasive use of the phenomenon of escape in consumer behavior 
research, the idea of escape is undertheorized, according to Cova et al. (2018). With its 
limited focus on the consumer’s quest for out-of-the-ordinary experiences as a contrast 
to everyday boredom and anomie (see Arnould & Price, 1993; Canniford & Shankar, 
2013; Woermann & Rokka, 2015), previous consumer research has not only fallen into a 
«romantic fallacy», but also missed the opportunity to theorize the various forms of 
escape that can vitalize and explain consumer culture (Cova et al., 2018). In order to 
clarify different forms of escape, Cova et al. (2018) present an enlarged typology that 
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embraces the two dimensions of «distance from the self» and «distance from home». The 
latter is linked to the experiential context, from a common, habitual context (home) to 
places functioning as an extension of home, and finally extraordinary contexts away 
from home (see also Carù & Cova, 2007). The former, distance from self, on the other 
hand, is seen in connection of the need to forget oneself. The typology consists of four 
main types of escape: mundane escapes (1), restorative escapes (2), Turnerian escapes 
(3) and warlike escapes (4). The first, mundane escapes, describes various forms of every-
day escape such as being absorbed by a TV programme, or into music or even a meal. The 
second, restorative escapes, describes escape zones where one can recharge one’s bat-
teries, cultivate an interest or have a kind of refuge between work and home, such as a 
coffee shop, a park or a shopping centre. The third type, Turnerian escapes, describes 
escaping from structure and everyday routines through extraordinary experiences or 
activities, such as those of a holiday. The fourth, warlike escapes, deals with examples 
of escaping by pushing oneself through physical challenges, pain and/or endurance 
(Cova et al., 2018). However, it should be noted that a single experience may include a 
mix of several escape forms.

Tourists can experience an «‘outer’ escape into some specific geographical environ-
ments» and an «‘inner’ escape from themselves» (Chylińska, 2022, p. 266). This can be 
termed a «double escape», according to Chylińska (2022). In tourism, the need to 
escape something or to look for change or novelty are proclaimed in many various 
ways, and Chylińska (2022) mentions a variety of escape forms such as participating in 
nature-based activities, traveling slowly, visiting remote or far-off destinations, or partici-
pating in extreme tourism. However, despite the desire to disconnect from everyday life in 
a place that is geographically and culturally distinct from one’s home environment, it is 
difficult to disconnect from the realities that permeate everyday life (Chylińska, 2022). 
Cova et al. (2018) argue for emphasizing different and perhaps more mundane forms 
of escape, also within tourism. Seen in the context of tourism and visits to religious attrac-
tions and destinations, one encounter, as an alternative to escape, other terms such as 
restitution (Bond et al., 2015; Smørvik, 2021), relationship between the self and others 
(Francis et al., 2008), belonging (Casais & Sousa, 2020), a sense of sanctity (Gutic et al., 
2010), nostalgia (Alvarado-Sizzo & Mínguez, 2023), and religious conviction (Casais & 
Sousa, 2020; Rodrigues & McIntosh, 2014). How or to what extent these involve an 
actual escape experience for the tourist naturally depends on the motivation prior to 
the experience, or even the situation the tourist finds oneself hours or minutes earlier.

Research has shown many examples of how the contrasts between everyday life and 
holiday life are becoming more and more blurred (Edensor, 2001, 2007; Larsen, 2008; 
McCabe, 2002; McCabe et al., 2014). When a church is a setting for tourist visits it is 
also evident that religious and secular practices effect the tourist experience, but while 
religion was previously the main motivation for visiting religious sites (Rinschede, 
1992), such visits today are based on a range of interests. These include an interest of 
art (Lupu et al., 2019), or architecture (Jackson & Hudman, 1995; Lupu et al., 2019), or 
history (Bideci & Albayrak, 2016; Gutic et al., 2010), or tranquility (Smørvik, 2021, 2022), 
or even curiosity (Terzidou et al., 2018). A church as an attraction is not like any other 
tourist attraction. This is naturally related to the cultural and symbolic values that the 
church represents and the powerful objects that are found in abundance at religious 
sites (Shackley, 2002; Terzidou, 2020). The experience that takes place at a religious 
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destination or a church is therefore often manifold, in terms of elements such as spiritual-
ity, nostalgia, intangibility and closeness to God (Eliade, 1987). The encounter with the 
interior of a church may arouse unexpected and sometimes surprising emotional reac-
tions, and these moments may be experienced different from encounters with other, 
more mundane surroundings. Around the tourist experience is a complex network that 
is affected by the holiday situation and by the tourist’s life otherwise (Edensor, 2000; Kaar-
isto & Rhoden, 2017; Larsen, 2008; Larsen et al., 2019). This leads to an acknowledgement 
that the society or setting of which the individual is a part must be seen in relation to the 
individual’s choice of actions and the way in which these are interpreted. Tourism, and 
especially mass tourism is governed by ‘collective gazing, repetitive performances, 
guides and tour leaders, and the drama by photographing and moving en masse’ 
(Edensor, 1998; Larsen & Urry, 2011). With the behavior of some groups of tourists, 
which in Rome seem more noticeable than in many other less visited destinations, a 
form of noise can spread, leading to different choices of maneuvers by other tourists. 
Most human actions are directed towards something (Iso-Ahola, 1982), and one can there-
fore assert that tourists do not go after experiences for no reason. When religion is not 
important for tourists’ visiting churches, what is then central to their experience? Based 
on the context of a church and in order to get a deeper insight into the church experience, 
this study examines the forms of individual experiences tourist visits involve, and what 
meaning they give.

Method and data

This is a qualitative study, with observation and interviews as the main source of data. The 
study is empirically based on 12 focused interviews (Tjora, 2010, 2019), and periods of 
observation, of tourists’ visiting the church of Santa Cecilia in Trastevere, Rome. The obser-
vation and the interviews were carried out during the Spring of 2023, in a period over nine 
days. All data were generated in the short opening hours of the church, between 10 and 
12.30 am and from 16 to 18 pm, and all the interviewed visitors at the church were tourists 
on holiday in Rome. The 12 informants (six men and six women) came from seven different 
countries: the USA (n = 1), Germany (n = 1), France (n = 3), the UK (n = 4), the Netherlands (n  
= 1), Poland (n = 1) and Australia (n = 1). With ages ranged from 22 to 84 years.

Interviewing involves gaining insight into what cannot be observed (Patton, 2002), and 
interviews are a key aspect of qualitative research (Cresswell, 2007; Fontana & Frey, 1994; 
Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Veal, 2011). When a church is the site of data collection, it is self- 
evident that the researcher cannot contact visitors in the church itself, and I have there-
fore approached visitors on their way out of the church or shortly afterwards. In order to 
fit in with the tight schedules that tourists often have, the interviews have been con-
ducted just outside Santa Cecilia, where there is an enclosed atrium garden well suited 
for the calm and concentration needed in a research interview. With the outdoors as 
the interview setting, it is important to take the weather into account. Thus, all interviews 
were consequently conducted when it was not raining, and the temperature was suitable 
for sitting outdoors. My recruitment of informants has been observation-based (Henriksen 
& Tøndel, 2017), focusing on approaching visitors who did not seem too busy and with 
whom I could make eye contact. Based on their suitability in this type of open environ-
ment, the interviews can be considered as spontaneous focused interviews (Tjora, 
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2010). Spontaneous focused interviews are short interviews carried out ‘on the spot’ (Hen-
riksen & Tjora, 2018; Henriksen & Tøndel, 2017), conducted after a brief introduction 
(Tjora, 2010). All interviews were recorded, lasting from 6 to 34 min, and an interview 
guide was prepared on forehand. The interview guide included a couple of starter ques-
tions and an in-depth discussion of the topic. The informants were also asked to fill in 
some information on their visit, after the interview had taken place.

Observation is particularly suitable in combination with other methods (Adler & Adler, 
1994). To complement the interviews, I have therefore also used observation and field 
notes. Inside the church, I have made my observations from the back of the church at 
various times each day during the opening hours, where I have inconspicuously followed 
the visitors’ actions and activity. I have also walked around the church and observed visi-
tors moving about. My observations have focused on the content and duration of the 
tourists’ visits, in addition to tourists’ body language and behavior, and the observations 
have been helpful in order to expand the meaning behind the words in the interviews, as 
Patton (2002) points out. Further it has been important to observe tourists to understand 
more of their church experiences. Tjora (2010) mentions how even a limited amount of 
observation can provide a great deal of useful additional data. The combination of obser-
vations and interviews have thus provided a better basis for understanding the phenom-
enon under study, and given the study a greater breadth and depth, which also is 
emphasized by Patton (2002).

When processing and analysing the observational and interview material, I have sys-
tematized and categorized the data into themes, using a stepwise-deductive-inductive 
approach (Tjora, 2010; 2019). As part of the process, I have applied and created categories 
and themes in proportion to existing theories and framework (Bingham, 2023). Denzin 
and Lincoln (2011) state that it is difficult if not impossible to conduct independent, 
pure, objective studies, and emphasize that the qualitative researcher will inevitably be 
influenced by his or her background. It can thus be challenging to achieve true objectivity 
in the research. My subjective perceptions and my previous experiences may have 
influenced what I have noticed and seen. However, my interest in the topic has encour-
aged me to make every effort to collect and analyse the data as independently as possible 
from my pre-understandings and prejudices.

Findings

Santa Cecilia

The church of Santa Cecilia is dedicated to the patron saint of music, St. Cecilia, and is said 
to be located in the area where she lived, before she was martyred in the 3rd century 
(Gulowsen & Steen, 2016; Oliva, 2016). The church was restored during the papacy of 
Paschal I (817–824), and a monastery, founded next to the church, was later rebuilt by 
Pope Paschal II in the twelth century (Roma, 1998). From 1527, the Benedictine nuns 
took up residence in the monastic complex, and the titular Cardinal Paolo Emilio Sfondrati 
took an initiative to transform the complex into one of the most important religious, spiri-
tual, productive and economic centers in Rome (Vatian News, 2024). Over the centuries, 
the complex has been through extensive exterior and interior alterations (Oliva, 2016; 
Roma, 1998). Today’s church interior is in rococo style with several works of art from 
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the late Middle Ages, and here the sculpture of St. Cecilia by the altar perhaps attracts the 
most interest (Gulowsen & Steen, 2016). Beneath the church is the crypt which contains 
St. Cecilia’s sarcophagus and extensive remains of several Roman buildings (Roma, 1998). 
The church is open to visitors from 10.00 to 12.30 and from 16.00 to 18.00. As with most 
churches in Rome, there is no entrance fee to visit the church, but there is a small sales 
area a few steps away from the entrance where one can buy tickets to see the exhibits 
in the basement. Here one can also make a donation to the church or buy items from 
a very limited selection. The Benedictine nuns play an important part in preserving, mana-
ging and servicing Santa Cecilia. This also includes activities such as different courses held 
for those who are interested. Other activities, such as concerts and Holy Mass are held at 
fixed times during opening hours, and tourists are welcome to either listen, participate or 
just observe as a visitor.

An undisturbed experience

Santa Cecilia is one of the few churches that has preserved its original atrium garden 
(Gulowsen & Steen, 2016), and the large square forecourt is the first thing that meets visi-
tors after passing through a massive entrance that partially conceals the church and the 
atrium garden. The large courtyard is surrounded by tall buildings, and in the middle of 
the courtyard is a fountain on a lawn surrounded by rose bushes. In these surroundings, 
some people take the time to sit down for a while or to walk around and look. Some are 
eating something. Some are enjoying the spring sunshine. One or two stop and smell the 
roses. Others just sit and take it easy. Sometimes no one is speaking, and all one can hear 
is the water trickling on the fountain. Above our heads, swallows fly between the houses, 
and occasionally the silence is broken by a couple of seagulls perched on an edge above 
the pillars, over the front door.

The church of Santa Cecilia is quite different from the hectic environment in other parts 
of Trastevere and Rome. It stands at some distance from any of the main attractions in 
Rome, such as the Vatican City, St. Peter’s Basilica, the Spanish Steps or the Trevi Fountain. 
It also stands at some distance from the far more visited church in Trastevere, the Basilica 
of Santa Maria. There are fewer visitors, fewer tour groups and much less noise. Many 
people appreciate having the church to themselves and finally finding a place where 
they can almost be alone in the experience. 

«We were nearly alone and it’s ideal», says one informant. (Informant 8)

«It was more for me. Just for me», another points out. (Informant 5)

A third one explains: 

«I was actually saying, inside, we sat there and there’s only a few people, and I said, there must 
be times where you’d like to go in the big churches in the centre of Rome, and it’s like this, 
and you can just sit and look, but you can’t, you know, you’re sort of in someone’s way or 
somebody’s taking a photo or someone’s having a picture taken in front of the altar to 
show the art or … ». (Informant 12)

It is quiet and peaceful inside the church. Some people walk around looking at the adorn-
ments, while others sit either almost at the back or right at the front near the sculpture of 
St. Cecilia. They seem to be reflecting. Some speak quietly. People take photos and look 
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around, but without the usual buzzing from large tourist groups or loud tour guides. The 
visitors comment on these calm, undisturbed moments: 

«Sometimes it’s a matter of absorbing the atmosphere, listening to the quiet and the silence 
and that’s really special about it», a woman tells me. (Informant 9)

«I like this peace and quiet», says another visitor, continuing: «It’s kind of like time doesn’t 
exist». (Informant 3)

She emphasizes that even the youngest visitors absorbed the peace and quiet. They were 
affected by the peaceful atmosphere, just like the adults: 

«What was special for me was the silence. The silence and the total respect of the place. The 
children were quiet. And for once they weren’t looking at their phones». (Informant 3)

Getting away from the crowds

One does not need to go far from Santa Cecilia to find the reality of tourism. Narrow streets 
packed with tourists, crowded pavement cafés and noisy groups. Some stand around their 
tour guide, others block passages and street corners while deciding whether to go left or 
right. On the street there are drivers in a hurry, horns honking and buses struggling to 
get through. The church of Santa Cecilia stands in contrast to this busy cityscape, and 
the interviews with the informants reveal an important recurring theme: the need for an 
escape from the swarms of tourists and the hustle and bustle of Rome. 

«We’ve been to the churches in the middle of Rome, which are much more touristy. Then I 
just find that looking, you know, I don’t feel it’s a church, it’s more like a museum or you 
know, for art and things, but then I come to somewhere like this. Here you get the best of 
both worlds, so it’s so beautiful», says one informant. (Informant 12)

«In Rome there’s so many churches, there comes a point when you say it’s a church, I, wow, 
it’s another church, yeah, it’s another department store, it’s just the same. But here I enjoyed 
the peace and the tranquility», says another. (Informant 5)

A third one underlines this: 

«If you were for example in the Vatican there’s a lot of crowds. Here when we were in the church, 
we were alone, there’s nothing. There’s nobody around us. It was very nice». (Informant 6)

The informants also mention how the many attractions and the huge numbers of tourists 
in other parts of Rome make them appreciate the break even more: 

«I like how the rest of Rome is so busy right now and this is a quiet moment … » says a 
woman, pausing for a moment before finishing her sentence: « … without people». (Infor-
mant 1)

«It was perfect here. But yesterday, the place we were. It was like the subway. Many, many 
people», another informant points out. (Informant 7)

Meeting the religion

A visit to a church includes architectural elements such as the interior and decoration, 
façade and style. However, it also involves an encounter with other elements: one’s 
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relationship with religion, Christianity, faith and power, and something bigger than 
oneself. At Santa Cecilia Holy Mass is held at fixed times during the opening hours and 
at the same time as visitors are allowed to visit. Even though the religious experience 
is not in focus, Santa Cecilia is something more than merely a traditional attraction. 
The church as such arouses emotions. It calls for engagement. It makes one think 
about the missing place of religion in one’s life. 

«I guess I … , when I’m in a church, I always wonder what I missed in my life not being – not 
having a religion. So it makes me feel a tiny bit envious of people who can go in a church 
and feel the … , that connection they were brought up in», says one of the informants. 
(Informant 1)

Two others tell me: 

«I was brought up a Catholic, and though I am not, I would not sort of say that is my 
faith now, but I still think it is Christian, and I still find churches very soothing and 
you know, I think that might be, you know, from being young and the past of my 
life». (Informant 12)

«I don’t consider myself as religious, but I was brought up a Catholic so a lot of those images 
and so on are familiar, the saints and … So that’s familiar to me … I do like that sense of peace 
that you often get [in a church]». (Informant 9)

An elderly couple also mentioned their lack of belief in religion: 

«I don’t have any religious feeling or … But I like the atmosphere. It’s a good experience», says 
the husband (Informant 7), before his wife adds:

«It’s a moving experience. And it’s more than just artistic, it’s something else, but we don’t 
know what». (Informant 8)

Santa Cecilia is brighter than several other churches in Rome, and there is only a simple 
glass door to separate the nave from the courtyard outside. There is a form of unpreten-
tious decoration, more modest than in many other Catholic churches. Right at the front, 
by the altar, is the sculpture of St. Cecilia, in the form of a delicate, slender woman. On the 
marble floor are several rows of chairs, with enough space between the rows. The encoun-
ter with this almost spartan and, for many people, less symbolic and lavish church interior 
is appreciated by visitors: 

«I had no idea whether it would be gold, glitzy, many times the decoration in churches is 
there to overpower you, to show you how small you are, how rich and powerful they are. 
This [Santa Cecilia] was actually understated and immediately welcoming and peaceful». 
(Informant 5)

Time to think

Although almost all the informants say that they would not describe themselves as reli-
gious or believers, the church still have a function as a place to gather one’s thoughts 
or perhaps calm down for a moment. In their experience of the art, the decoration, the 
architecture, the lighted candles, and the slightly chilly interior, many of the visitors 
express more personal reflections. They feel that the atmosphere and the interior encou-
rage them to be more aware of themselves and their perspective on life, as exemplified by 
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one of the oldest informants, when he notes that old age, things that change, friends that 
pass away all affect their experience in the church; 

«You know, we used to be here with friends, and we have lost friends», he tells. (Informant 7)

«We went here many times», his wife adds. You see, we used to spend time in Rome many 
years ago, when we were very young. But it’s not the same». (Informant 8)

«No, we are not the same», the husband interrupts. (Informant 7)

People’s relationship to time and the broader context of their lives is also emphasized by 
others: 

«I’ve been doing a lot of reflection», explains one woman. «My son, who’s autistic as well, has 
just been diagnosed with diabetes. So I’m going back to my roots really. Praying for guidance 
or help or something … But usually when I go [to a church], I think of my children mainly, and 
think oh please look after them or things like that». (Informant 12)

«I think about mortality, especially because, eh, we’re getting older», says another woman. 
(Informant 11)

One of the informants also talk about how visiting a church is not just a matter of looking 
at the architecture or the religious symbols, but also the whole picture so to say: 

«You’re there because … oh, my parents, my grandparents, my great great grandparents, 
you’re there because ten centuries ago something happened and brought your civilization 
where it is. And that’s what’s interesting about churches. The buildings, the steeple … it’s 
like that. It’s all those little bits put together. Not even on paper or chronologically, you 
know. But in your mind. Everything you’ve seen and reflected on and talked about. And it 
adds … It makes a lifetime, you know». (Informant 4)

Discussion and conclusion

One can easily imagine that the role of a tourist is comfortable; the tourist is free from 
everyday demands and expectations, away from work and everyday chores, and can 
see and experience new things. However, the sphere of tourism can be unpredictable 
and challenging, dependent on the skill of the actors and the performances of those 
who visit (Edensor, 2001). Overtourism can be seen as a growing problem in many 
culture tourism cities (Rozmiarek et al., 2022), and is especially noticeable in Rome. Tour-
ists who seek out the church of Santa Cecilia state that they are escaping tourism. In this 
way, visiting the church, free from the hordes of tourists, the noise and the rude tourist 
behavior that some mention, thus becomes a kind of escape from other tourists. The 
quote by informant 9, «The more other visitors there are, the less likely I am to stay», 
exemplifies how many of the informants felt about needing a break from the crowds of 
visitors at other attractions in Rome. Orazi et al. (2023) refer to three main reasons for 
wanting to escape. These are removing oneself from a present aversive reality, avoiding 
thinking about anything stressful, and feeling momentary relief from something (Orazi 
et al., 2023), which are all relevant to the present study. Mass tourism not only threatens 
the destination or the local population, as Rozmiarek et al. (2022) refers to, it also threa-
tens the tourists themselves, according to Hjelseth (2019). When everyone seeks the same 
destination, they get in each other’s way, and a repetitive pattern emerges, where every-
one in the crowd or queue wishes the others were not there. Therefore, those who seek 
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the popular attractions do not constitute a group; they are just next to each other, as com-
petitors or intrusive others.

«It would be nice to go into some of these churches first thing in the morning and just  
… , so it’s a church again, rather than an attraction», says one visitor (Informant 12), 
expressing displeasure at the number of tourists in the churches of Rome. Some of the 
informants find it challenging when the sites are too touristy and crowded, «like the 
subway», as Informant 7 puts it. It is important to understand the consumer’s actions 
and experiences based on the individual’s particular context (Askegaard & Linnet, 
2011), and focusing on what the person is escaping from is thus just as important as 
what the person is escaping to (Chylińska, 2022; Orazi et al., 2023). Based on the dimen-
sions of «distance from the self» and «distance from home», Cova et al. (2018) describe 
four main types of escape: mundane, restorative, Turnerian and warlike escapes. Tourists 
in Rome have already escaped from their everyday life, as implied by a Turnerian or anti- 
structural escape. However, although they have a physical «distance from home», they are 
not free from their everyday life (Hall & Holdsworth, 2016; Kaaristo & Rhoden, 2017; Larsen 
et al., 2019) and many influences of the city, such as queues, traffic noise and gathering of 
people. Escaping from something is not necessarily a question of traveling a great geo-
graphical distance or experiencing something extraordinary; escape can also be a 
respite from something and a time-out, as mentioned by one of the tourists: «I think 
the nicest thing is when you just go in (the church) and it’s very peaceful and you can 
think! Just take a bit of time out» (Informant 12). Visiting Santa Cecilia thus represents 
a restorative escape for several of the tourists.

In the church setting, most of the informants describe themselves as non-religious. The 
changed focus from sacred into secular uses of the church is in line with research on pil-
grimage tourism, where people embarking on pilgrimage routes for a diversity of reasons 
including e.g. sporting and cultural interests (Morpeth, 2007). Only one of the informants 
says she visits churches for religious reasons, but even for her, religion is not the main 
focus of her visit to Santa Cecilia, but rather the atmosphere, the church itself and its sur-
roundings, she tells (Informant 3). Tourists who come here talk about the calming atmos-
phere of the church. To visit Santa Cecilia gives a «good, peaceful, serene feeling», in the 
words of Informant 1. She adds, «I’m surprisingly moved by Christian churches and syna-
gogues and other religious places, even though I’m not a religious person myself». Several 
informants touch on the significance of the relaxing, almost reassuring, effect of the 
church, using words such as «moving», «peaceful» and «welcoming» to describe their feel-
ings. Chylińska (2022, p. 282) states: «Everyone has the right to their own private escape» 
and describes the complexity involved in gaining insight into tourists’ escapes. A holiday 
consists of several different forms of escape, even with an overarching approach that 
escape in tourism is about geographical movement from one structure to another. Chy-
lińska (2022) further discusses escape in connection with themes such as isolation or time 
alone, and shows how psychological isolation, outside organized forms of tourism or stan-
dard structures, can be called a form of escape tourism. At the same time, she finds it pro-
blematic to focus on the geographical aspect or the destination as such, because the 
experience of escape is not necessarily linked to the attributes of the destination or attrac-
tion, but rather how the place is perceived, which is also the impression from my findings. 
The tourists’ experience of Santa Cecilia is referred to as a break in an otherwise hectic city. 
More precisely, the tourist’s escape experience in Santa Cecilia can be seen as a kind of 
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circular movement where the person has first escaped from home and into the role of 
tourist, and then escapes from tourism and the role of tourist into the church and back to 
him- or herself again. This is not merely one form of escape, but a multifaceted escape 
where the tourist moves between the various social roles of everyday life and holiday life. 
It can also be defined as a «double escape», in the words of Chylińska (2022). Cova et al. 
(2018) argue that «escape is mainly realized through a feeling of enhanced protection of 
the self that does not integrate any notion of loss. Restorative experiences foster self- 
expression and self-regulation rather than self-suspension» (Cova et al., 2018, p. 457). This 
concurs with my findings. The restorative escape experienced by tourists in the church 
setting is described as getting closer to oneself, i.e. thinking about one’s view on life or 
who one is or has become. Cohen (2010) points to experiences that provide a temporary 
feeling of escape, where one comes closer to oneself and one’s identity. Visiting a church 
can be an example of this. However, while previous studies of visits to religious attractions 
and destinations most often focus on holiness and religious identity (Bond et al., 2015; Iliev, 
2020), my findings show that the key aspect is not about worshiping God or one’s religious 
identity, but rather is about finding back to one’s own identity and self.

In this study, I have examined tourists’ church visits and the forms of meaning these 
may involve. The study provides insight into tourists’ individual experiences at a religious 
site as a church, and sheds light on several forms of meanings, of which escaping tourism 
and finding a quiet spot are the most prevalent. The study gives insight in both what tour-
ists escape from and what they escape to and embraces the value of restorative escapes. A 
contribution of this study is therefore an enhanced knowledge of tourists’ escape experi-
ences at religious sites. Participating in consumer experiences or tourist experiences can 
provide a break and relief from an unpleasant and stressful situation (Orazi et al., 2023), 
e. g. provoked by huge numbers of visitors at other attractions. Visiting a church on 
holiday is consequently not just a matter of looking at the church as such, according to 
several of the informants, but is about the importance of a few minutes’ time-out from 
one’s general situation, and the opportunity to reflect in a calm and welcoming atmos-
phere. A further contribution of this study is thus a deeper understanding of the impor-
tance of churches for non-religious visitors.

There is still little knowledge of non-religious visitors’ experiences at religious sites, 
especially with regard to escape experiences. A greater focus on non-religious tourists’ 
experiences at religious places can enhance understanding of their motivation to visit 
churches on holiday, and the forms of escape that may be involved. Tourists’ encounters 
with churches and themselves can paradoxically be seen as an «escape from an escape», 
or as Löfgren so subtly expressed it in 1999: «Getting away from it all might be an attempt 
to get it all back together again» (1999, p. 195).
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