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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


In memory of the fearless journalist Giancarlo Siani,

born September 19, 1959, in Naples,

graduate of Liceo Ginnasio Statale G. B. Vico and

Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II,

assassinated by Camorrist cowards in via Vincenzo Romaniello,

Quartiere del Vomero,

September 23, 1985.


We do not know the Hells and Heavens of people we pass in the street. There are two possible perspectives. According to the first, on a minuscule ball of earth, in a smudge of mold called a city, some microorganisms move around, less durable than mayflies. And the internal states of beings, deprived of any reason for their existence, perfectly interchangeable, what importance can they have? According to the second perspective, that of a reversed telescope, every one of these beings grows up to the size of a cathedral, and surpasses in its complexity any nature, living or inert. Only in the second case can we see that no two persons are identical and that we may at best try to guess what is going on inside our fellow men.

—Czesław Miłosz, Unattainable Earth
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CHRONOLOGY

Circa 1800–1600 B. C.

Mycenaean traders establish entrepôt at Vivara, island lying between Ischia and Procida.

Circa 1000–900 B. C.

Greek sailors from Rhodes found Parthenope on what are now Megaride Island and Pizzofalcone Hill.

Circa 600 B. C.

Cumaean Greeks found Neapolis, or “New City.”

474 B. C.

In Bay of Neapolis, Syracusan tyrant Hiero, in alliance with Aristodemus of Cumae, devastates Etruscan fleet, halting southward expansion of Etruscans.

Circa 400 B. C.

Samnites conquer Bay.

326 B. C.

Neapolis under Roman domination.

321 B. C.

Samnites humiliate Romans at battle of Caudine Forks. City under Samnite rule again.

304 B. C.

Neapolis once again Roman.

298–290 B. C.

Samnites confederating with Etruscans, Umbrians, and Gauls are defeated by Rome.

282 B. C.

Final Roman defeat of Etruscans.

90–89 B. C.

Campania region, including Neapolis, granted Roman citizenship, but retains Greek character.

82 B. C.

Rome decimates Samnites, last remaining enemy among Italic peoples.

A. D. 79

Mount Vesuvius erupts, devastating much of area near Neapolis. Pompeii, Herculaneum, Oplontis, Boscoreale, Boscotrecase, Stabiae, and other towns buried in volcanic mud and ash.

476

Last Western Roman emperor, Romulus Augustulus, deposed and imprisoned in Neapolitan villa of Lucullus, later site of Castel dell’Ovo.

536

Byzantine general Belisarius conquers Bay.

553

Naples becomes duchy under Byzantine Empire.

600

Onslaught of Lombards deflected.

763

Under Byzantine bishop Duke Stephen II, Duchy of Naples becomes hereditary and autonomous.

915

Battle of the Garigliano. Saracens finally repulsed after repeated attacks on Naples.

1139

Duchy of Naples conquered by Norman kingdom of Sicily under King Roger II.

Circa 1165

Naples’ first castle, Castel Capuano, built as Norman command center.

1194

Henry VI, son in law of Roger II, crowned king of Sicily.

1224

University of Naples founded by Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II.

1266

Battle of Benevento. Charles I of Anjou defeats Manfred, son of Frederick II.

1268

Battle of Tagliacozzo. Charles I defeats Conradin (Corradino), grandson of Frederick II. Conradin, last heir to Norman throne, beheaded in piazza Mercato. Charles declares Naples capital of Angevin kingdom.

1279

Construction of Castel Nuovo (later called Maschio Angioino) begins.

1309

Robert of Anjou, called Robert the Wise, crowned king of Naples.

1340

Church and Convent of Santa Chiara completed.

1343

Death of Robert the Wise. Granddaughter Giovanna I succeeds him. Petrarch in residence at Convent of San Lorenzo Maggiore.

1381

Carlo Durazzo usurps throne; reigns as Carlo III. Later has Giovanna I murdered.

1386

Death of Carlo Durazzo. Succeeded by son Ladislao I.

1414

Ladislao I dies, perhaps poisoned. Succeeded by his sister, who reigns as Giovanna II.

1421

Alfonso V of Aragon named heir to Angevin dynasty by Giovanna II.

1435

Death of Giovanna II, followed by struggle between Houses of Anjou and Aragon for Naples.

1442

Alfonso V of Aragon conquers city, defeating René of Anjou, and begins rule as Alfonso I of Naples, called the Magnanimous. Constructs Triumphal Arch between towers of Castel Nuovo to memorialize his victory.
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Triumphal Arch of Alfonso Vof Aragon, Castel Nuovo

1458

Death of Alfonso the Magnanimous. Succeeded by natural son Ferdinand I, called Ferrante.

1486

“Barons’ Conspiracy,” rebellion of southern Italian nobles allied with Pope Innocent III against Aragonese dominion, is thwarted.

1494–1495

Death of Ferrante. Son Alfonso II briefly king of Naples. His death sparks protracted Italian Wars. King Charles VIII of France claims Naples by right of inheritance from Angevins; rules for several months.

1499–1504

Great-power war for Kingdom of Naples. Spain prevails.

1504

“El Gran Capitán” Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba enters Naples by request of King Ferdinand II of Spain (Ferdinand the Catholic) and serves as viceroy.

1510

Ramón de Cardona-Anglesola, fourth Spanish viceroy, fails in his attempt to bring Spanish (as opposed to papal) Inquisition to Naples.

1532–1552

Don Pedro de Toledo, eleventh viceroy, promotes expansion and modern town plan for Naples.

1631

Vesuvius erupts.

1637

Neapolitans begin building memorial spire, Guglia di San Gennaro, in gratitude to patron saint for sparing them from eruption.

1647

Fisherman and smuggler Tommaso Aniello d’Amalfi, better known as Masaniello, leads popular rebellion against Spanish-imposed taxation.

1656

Outbreak of plague devastates Naples; one-third of population dies.

1688

Much of city devastated by earthquake.

1697

Philosopher and historian Giambattista Vico named professor of rhetoric at University of Naples.

1707

Short period of Austrian viceroyalty begins.

1719

Church of San Michele Arcangelo on island of Capri completed.

1725

First edition of Vico’s Principi di una scienza nuova d’intorno alla comune natura delle nazioni published.

1734

Naples becomes autonomous kingdom again, under Charles III of Bourbon.

1738

Initial excavations at Herculaneum.

1759

Charles III abdicates throne in order to be crowned king of Spain; son Ferdinand IV succeeds him. Prime Minister Bernardo Tanucci is de facto ruler.

1764

William Hamilton posted by King George III as British envoy plenipotentiary to court of Naples, where he will remain until 1800.

1768

Ferdinand IV marries Maria Carolina, daughter of Emperor Francis I and Empress Maria Theresa of Austria. Maria Carolina rules as queen consort of Naples and Sicily.

1787

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe visits Bay on his journey through Italy.

1799

Republican revolution succeeds in January, but is overthrown in June; republican leaders not already in exile are executed in piazza Mercato or sentenced to lengthy prison terms. Ferdinand’s kingdom is reestablished.

1806

Napoleon Bonaparte, having conquered Kingdom of Naples, names his brother Joseph king.

1808

Joseph Bonaparte, named king of Spain, abdicates Neapolitan throne; Joachim Murat, the Bonapartes’ brother in law, succeeds him.

1815

Joachim Murat executed after fleeing to Calabria. Ferdinand returns again to Naples, now as king of Two Sicilies.

1820

Ferdinand signs constitution, only to repeal it a year later.

1825

Death of Ferdinand. Son succeeds him as Francis I.

1830

Death of Francis I. Son succeeds him as Ferdinand II.

1837

Giacomo Leopardi dies in Naples, where he has lived for more than three years.

1839

First railway in Italy, Naples–Portici line, opens.

1848

Revolution restores constitution and creates parliament, but both are dissolved a year later.

1859

Francis II becomes last king of Two Sicilies upon death of his father, Ferdinand II.

1860

Giuseppe Garibaldi enters Naples; Kingdom of Two Sicilies annexed to Piedmontese crown under Vittorio Emanuele II; first united Kingdom of Italy proclaimed in plebiscite.

1880

Vesuvius funicular inaugurated.

1884

More than fourteen thousand die in cholera epidemic.

1885

Slum areas razed as part of urban renewal plan that includes construction of Galleria Umberto I, named for second king of Italy.

[image: ]

Galleria Umberto I, circa 1890

1889–1891

First funicular connects lower town to Chiaia district. First section of Cuma rail line completed. Circumvesuviana rail line opens. First funicular connects lower town to Vomero district.

1901

Relationship between government and Camorra revealed in inquiry headed by Senator Giuseppe Saredo.

1922

Journalist Benito Mussolini and Fascist Blackshirts convene in Naples on October 24, days before March on Rome.

1928–1941

Carità district, notable for its Fascist-era architecture, developed in old San Giuseppe quarter.

1943

Fall of Mussolini in July. Germany declares war on newly established pro-Allied government of Marshal Pietro Badoglio. Neapolitan partisans and street gangs expel German forces from city in “Four Days of Naples.” Allied occupation begins.

1944

Vesuvius erupts.
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March 20, 1944

1949

La pelle (The Skin) by Curzio Malaparte published; banned by Catholic Church.

1952

After being closed by Fascist authorities in 1938, Caffè Gambrinus reopens.

1972

Historic part of Naples protected as cultural heritage by city-planning regulations.

1975

Bypass road opened to relieve traffic congestion at border of old town.

1980

Massive earthquake throughout Campania and Basilicata—known as Terremoto dell’Irpinia—badly damages Naples and claims some three thousand lives. Aftermath inspires plan to revitalize city’s outskirts.

1993

First subway line completed.

1994

Naples hosts G7 summit.

2004

In northern periphery, outbreak of war between Di Lauro and Scissionisti gangs for control of drug trade.

2006

Roberto Saviano publishes Gomorrah, unsparing exposé of full extent of Camorra control of southern Italian economy and tentacular reach of organized crime into international business.

2008

Months-long garbage crisis throughout metropolitan Naples. At Scampia, in northern slums of city, frequent violence against immigrant Gypsy and African communities.

2011

Renewed garbage crisis. Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi orders military to Naples to clear away tens of thousands of tons of refuse.
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INTRODUCTION

One Hundred Fifty Generations


To talk of “entering” the past is absurd. But one can be entered by it, to a degree.



—Elizabeth Bowen, A Time in Rome

This takes place years ago: Heeding warnings I’ve heard about gifted pickpockets, I put my passport in my sock and wade into the teeming streets. My guidebook directs me to the Duomo, where San Gennaro’s blood miraculously liquefies twice a year. His relics repose in the dazzling Chapel of the Treasure, encrusted with gold, silver, and precious stones, inlaid with colored marbles—a soaring grotto of the High Baroque, every surface announcing the Church Militant. As it happens, a very satisfactory miracle has taken place the previous morning, and Gennaro’s blood is on view again today. The padre turns and turns the crystal reliquary to show that liquefaction has occurred. A hundred schoolchildren line up to press their lips to the glass.

My passport, meanwhile, has ridden up my sock and is now somewhere on the cathedral floor.

A couple of hours later, in another part of town, when I realize what has happened, I retrace my steps, legs turning to gravy. Every word of Italian deserts me. (It’s a passport, for heaven’s sake, easily replaceable at the American consulate. My anguish is an affront to stateless persons everywhere.) When I get back to the cathedral, I find that it has closed for the afternoon. A few mendicant dogs lie about the front steps in a manner specific to southern Italy: on their sides, as if dead. It is a blistering day, and an elderly man sits fanning himself in the shade of the central door—with my passport. He’s been waiting for me; and I can say with Goethe, on his arrival here, “Either I have always been mad or I am so now.” This miracle, this superb gentilezza, is for real.

[image: ]

Blood of San Gennaro

Neapolitans call their city Il Cratere—“the big bowl”—and, indeed, its distinctive shape can be only from the impact of a meteor some tens of millions of years ago. As the centuries of conquerors and admirers have observed in their turn, the Bay is an amphitheater open to the sea. Greeks, who came first, more than a millennium before Christ, would have seen it thus. They were from Chalcis, on Euboea—by way of Ischia, where they had established the first Hellenic settlement of any size in the western Mediterranean, and from nearby Cumae, where they had built the first city of Magna Graecia—Greater Greece, as the western expansion has been called from antiquity.

So Naples has always been what it remains, the great open-air theater of Europe. Henry James saw, in 1907, a city “at the best wild and weird and sinister,” seated nonetheless “at her ease in her immense natural dignity.” What has escaped no traveler is that this oval bay, arms reaching out irregularly into the Tyrrhenian, islands beautifully situated to either side of the mouth of the harbor, makes the loveliest of geologic settings—not least because it is equipped with a reminder of how provisional all loveliness is: Vesuvius, this coast’s incomparable emblem of uncertainty, in whose shadow a hundred fifty generations have lived: “Vesuvius, which again and again destroys itself,” as Goethe says, “and declares war on any sense of beauty.”

[image: ]

Above Mergellina harbor

Straniero, Neapolitans call everyone not from Naples. Visitors from Milan and London alike are, with a dark quick glance or friendly smile, picked out as stranieri. Naples was the last Italian city to develop a middle class—mostly after the Second World War—and its residents know themselves by instinct to be different from other European citizenries: more ancient, less well-off, more skeptical, less clean. But wiser, grander. Two falsifying myths have coexisted. On the one hand, Naples is held to be all superstition, ardor, and mirth; on the other, all cunning, malignity, and deceit. Though distinguished travelers seem to have acquiesced in one stereotype or the other, I do not recognize the city I love in either of these caricatures. Goethe called Naples “this school of light-hearted and happy life.” Leopardi, who did his long dying here, called it “una topaia,” a rat’s nest. But Naples the glorious and Naples the ghastly have always been one place.

The English travel writer Norman Lewis, who served with British intelligence in occupied Naples, and whose diary of those months, Naples ’44, is a peerless document of the Allied campaign, tells of the harrowing days after the departure of the occupying German force. Before fleeing, they had mined a number of the seafront buildings with delayed-action explosives. The detonations, along with widespread malnutrition and the renewed German air raids, had combined to produce the worst death tolls of any Italian city in the war. Here was Naples at one of the most tragic hours of its vast history. “Apocalyptic scenes,” Lewis recorded in his diary, “as people clawed about in the ruins, some of them howling like dogs, in the hopeless attempt to rescue those trapped under the masonry. In Pizzo-Falcone a team of roadsweepers were working by lamplight clearing up what looked like a lake of spilled stew where a crowded shelter had received a direct hit.”
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Delousing at air-raid shelter, circa 1943

A captured enemy agent claimed convincingly that thousands of delayed-action mines would be detonated when the city’s power supply was restored. A million and a half people were evacuated, all of the lower town. The starving, the injured and sick, the elderly, the newborn, the insane, the about to give-birth were herded to the heights of the Vomero, Fontanelle, and the Observatory. Lewis tells of men carrying their parents on their backs, of panic-stricken women and children leaving trails of urine behind them. “At the Vomero,” he writes, “we took up positions at a spot on the heights where the road had been intentionally widened to assist visitors to appreciate the view, which was splendid indeed. All Naples lay spread out beneath us like an antique map, on which the artist had drawn with almost exaggerated care the many gardens, the castles, the towers and the cupolas. For the first time, awaiting the cataclysm, I appreciated the magnificence of this city, seen at a distance which cleansed it of its wartime tegument of grime, and for the first time I realized how un European, how oriental it was. Nothing moved but a distant floating confetti of doves.” The enemy agent turned out to have been lying. Electricity was restored without incident. Neapolitans went back to their desperate wartime lives.

The wonder of the place is that it has not been annihilated by so much history. Ask yourself what New York or Chicago or Los Angeles will be twenty-five centuries from now. Imagination falters. In the course of the terrible seventeenth century alone, Naples suffered a volcanic eruption that could well have buried everyone had the cloud of ash settled differently, a plague that did claim one-third of the inhabitants, and an earthquake that reduced much of the city to rubble. These were but the enormities of nature.

Those of man accomplished their considerable work as well. Naples, it has been said, did not perish like Troy or Nineveh or Pompeii. It is, instead, a Pompeii that escaped burial, a living Pompeii. Therefore it is well, when you walk its streets and vicoli, chaotic with life, to save a thought for Pompeii; as, when you stroll the void avenues of Pompeii, to think of Naples.

“Tis generally allowed that Naples is the pleasantest place in Europe,” writes Thomas Nugent in the mid–eighteenth century. English milords of the Age of Reason traveled to Europe with The Grand Tour: Containing an Exact Description of Most of the Cities, Towns, and Remarkable Places of Europe .…by Mr. Nugent, four volumes long, in their baggage. The Grand Tour, unlike our tours, could last for many months, even for years. Meant to put the finishing touch on young Englishmen of rank, it culminated at Naples, from which one began the journey home. Grand Tourists ran the gamut; among them were poets, painters, musicians, scholars, collectors, dilettantes, idlers, satyrs, dope fiends, and spies. The Tour had taken shape in Elizabethan times, Philip Sidney being among the first to make it. Inigo Jones made the Tour. So, in their turn, did John Milton, John Evelyn, Joseph Addison, Horace Walpole, Tobias Smollett, Oliver Goldsmith, Edward Gibbon, James Boswell, William Beckford, Lord Byron, and Thomas Macaulay, to mention only the most notable.

With the rise of the steamship and the railroad, the once-and-for-all trip to Europe gave way to repeated journeys. Middle-class tourism as we know it replaced the Grand Tour. A late Victorian guidebook to Naples advises visitors to pay no attention to touters at the railway station; to look sharply after their personal luggage and get as quickly as possible into the omnibus carriage of the hotel they’ve selected or, if taking a private coach, to beware of any would be cicerone mounting the box, for he will be entitled to an emolument; finally, if the stomach is empty, to take a medicinal nip of brandy upon inhaling a bad odor. A four-day itinerary of the sights is declared sufficient.

All this edginess and haste resemble the meaner world of our common days, the way we travel now. The Grand Tour resembles a dream. I came to Naples some years ago armed with a few shibboleths and a riddling sentence from the works of Walter Benjamin: “The traveling citizen who gropes his way as far as Rome from one work of art to the next, as along a stockade, loses his nerve in Naples.” I loved, to begin with, that phrase “traveling citizen,” which seemed a finer thing to be than a tourist. But I could only speculate as to what it meant. A citizen of the republic of those most at home when in strange places, I decided, and felt immediately in the best company. Rule number one of this citizenship is, There are things you will never understand. Everybody acknowledges the breed of bad travel writer who bores you with tales of lost luggage (or lost passports), chiseling cabdrivers, know-nothing concierges, despotic waiters, tainted meals. But such are not the worst. The hottest circle of travel-writing Hell is reserved for know it alls who, like Simone de Beauvoir, Jean Baudrillard, or Bernard-Henri Lévy, chatter away without a trace of perplexity. To read these on the United States is to learn how not to write. Their confident abstractions apply only to an abstract America that they knew upon arrival.

Better by far to confess that you’re bewildered. I hear an unfamiliar word in the street, shouted after a woman disappearing into the throng of Spaccanapoli—literally, “splits Naples”—the long straight street running down the middle of the ancient center. Noting the chagrin it produces, I pocket “Zoccola!”—an epithet with power, it is clear. Later I learn that it is slang for the yellow-toothed, ginger-colored rats that scamper in and out of the boulders down at the harbor. These are zoccoli, a word which, in the feminine, also means “whores.” In Naples, it is said that the last humiliation for a tomcat is to make love all night to a brand-new sweetheart, only to realize at sunup that she’s una zoccola. I feel I’ve entered a realm where no Grand Tour or Cook’s Tour could have brought me. But every such revelation of “the real Naples” prompts also the question, How many of the others am I missing? About nine-tenths, I expect.

One spring afternoon, during the long siesta, I go down to the waterfront adjacent to Castel dell’Ovo. Ten or fifteen teenage boys are sunning themselves on the boulders (the very boulders in and out of which zoccoli are said to scamper, and this worries me). The youths, each perfect of his kind, are in various states of undress. One decides to put on a show. He takes off his belt and pulls it quickly back and forth against his crotch. Then he puts the belt to his nose and throws back his head in mock ecstasy. Never have I beheld such wanton innocence, and it’s something at last that I am confident of understanding. By and large, however, Naples has been a school of bewilderment in which I lose the nerve brought with me from Venice, Florence, and Rome.

Pascal says that our misfortunes spring from not being able to sit quietly in one room. In her poem “Questions of Travel,” Elizabeth Bishop rebukes him by listing the sights she would not have been willing to miss. Each of us has such a list. Near the top of mine is the Neapolitan church of Santa Chiara, restored after the war to its original fourteenth-century Gothic severity. It had been Baroqued up; old photographs show “rather a ball-room than a church,” as the Victorian travel writer Augustus Hare noted. The Angevin tombs, matchless of their kind and among the great treasures of Italy, cannot have been easy to see amid such splendor. As for the fragmentary frescoes of Giotto and his Neapolitan scuola, they’d been plastered over since 1730. (Yet more evidence, if one needed it, of how inexplicable is the history of taste.) The campanile, rebuilt in the fifteenth century, is still hung with the bells that Sancha of Mallorca, unloved second queen of Robert the Wise, donated upon the original consecration in 1340. They make the finest noise in Naples.

On August 4, 1943, stray incendiaries from Allied planes fell on Santa Chiara. The fire lasted for two days. When it was over, the church was a ruin, all of its masterworks damaged or destroyed. King Robert’s tomb had stood some forty feet high before the bombing. Double columns supporting the many-tiered structure had niches for statues of the virtues and saints. The canopy with its bas-relief of the Resurrection is gone now. The effigies of the king in glory and, below, barefoot and wrapped in Franciscan habit on his bier remain, as do the five mourning figures who surround him, but one of two angels who drew back the arras is gone and the other damaged. This battered torso can only intimate what the monument was. Worse for wear but still here, it commands a reverence different from before. Of the Giottos, there are only fragments left to see in the choir of the Poor Clares. You must sneak in for a glance and be quick about it. The sisters, fearsome in their homespun, will drive you out.
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Damaged tomb of Robert the Wise, Santa Chiara

I go to dinner with my new friend Paolo, an intern at a hospital in one of the working-class districts of Naples. Paolo is from the North, an impressive man, passionate about doctoring, committed to the care of the poor, and rigorously, harshly intellectual
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