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A medieval depiction of French troops in Naples in 1495

The history of Naples is long and tortured, or at least for centuries that was how its history has been told.
[1]
 Inhabited almost continuously from the Neolithic era to the present, Naples was founded by the Greeks and conquered by the Romans. After the fall of the Roman Empire, Naples passed between various foreign rulers for its entire history prior to Italian unification. Starting in 1040, when the Norman French invaders conquered Campania, Naples was ruled in a dizzying succession by Germans, then French, then Spanish, then Austrians, then Spanish, then French, and then Spanish.
[2]


Although it is in many ways a microcosm of European history with a revolving door of conquerors, historians like to stress the unique status of Naples thanks to these diverse influences and unique geography. Set on a bay that provided a natural harbor, Naples is home to Mount Vesuvius, the only active volcano on the European mainland.
[3]
 When Vesuvius erupts, the Neapolitans pay the price, and it has earned its reputation as the most dangerous volcano in the world. However, the threat posed by Vesuvius is tempered by a great benefit: Naples is blessed with extremely fertile soil.
[4]


The natural harbor of Naples and its position on the southwest coast of Italy helps explain its history of multiple rulers, insofar as it made Naples a central locus of trade between Italy, Greece, Byzantium, North Africa, Spain, Holland, Flanders, and Germany. Due to its strategic importance, Naples reached high levels of prosperity, and for the same reason, it also suffered as various foreign powers vied for control of the city and the surrounding area.
[5]


All the while, the sheer beauty of the bay of Naples, with Vesuvius looming in the distance, has made Naples a place of endless fascination. It boasts imposing castles and fortresses, as well as twisty, turning medieval streets that are home to some of Italy’s poorest and most maligned residents. Across the bay are the islands of Capri and Ischia, which only add to the allure of the city. Furthermore, its cuisine – particularly its pizza (which was invented in Naples)
[6]
 and its richly sweet desserts – rates amongst the most appreciated in all of Italy, no doubt thanks to the fertility of the soil that favors agricultural production.

Nonetheless, Naples does not enjoy an excellent reputation, within the context of Italy or of Europe. High rates of petty crime, a decaying urban fabric and the infamous presence of the mafia (known in Naples as the Camorra)
[7]
 all combine to ensure fewer tourists venture to explore Naples, and many Italians (civilians and politicians alike) consider it the ultimate “problem city.”
[8]
 Nonetheless, it bears keeping in mind the words of one of Naples’ foremost historians, John Marino, who noted, “Naples, like each of Italy’s cities, [is] unique, but far less different than is generally believed.”
[9]


Today, historians have a different view of the twists and turns of the history of Naples, from the Greek founding and the Roman conquest, to the centuries under foreign rule and, finally, to its unification with Italy and present day challenges. Although Naples was constantly changing, many scholars now challenge the notion of Neapolitan tumult, arguing that it overshadows a more complex picture of a city that, in fact, enjoyed periods of stability and productivity.
[10]



Naples: The History and Legacy of the Prominent Italian City-State from Antiquity to Today
 dives into the city's origin story, how it became one of the most important places in Europe, and its winding history. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events, you will learn about Naples like never before.
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Neapolis

The city of Naples faces south onto the Bay and spans a distance of three miles, along the arc of the east coast of Italy, about two thirds of the way down the “shin” of the boot. Much like the city of Genoa to the northwest, Naples appears to rise above its harbor as if it were the seats to a watery amphitheater, with the Lower City (constructed on reclaimed land) serving as the stage.
[11]
 While on the south it is enclosed by the waters of the Bay, to the north and to the west, the city is enclosed by a semicircle of hills, and to the east, swamps. This geography informed how the city was founded, providing certain natural limitations to the possible expansion by original Greek colonists.

A constant center of cultural contact since the 7th
 century BCE, the city had Greek, Roman, Gothic, Byzantine, Norman, Angevin, Aragonese, Spanish and Bourbon occupiers, but there have also been other foreign peoples in the city from the beginning.

Numerous myths surround the foundation of Naples, which is considered to be the most ancient of all the Italian metropolises. According to one, the volcanoes of southern Italy - including Vesuvius - were produced by Demeter to produce sources of light to help her daughter Persephone when she was kidnapped by Hades and brought to the underworld. The luscious spring that greets the area every year was explained as a divine celebration for the annual return of Persephone, who had been conceded a part time reprieve from her underworld home.
[12]


In Book XII of Homer’s Odyssey,
 the story of the sirens seeks to explain the founding of Naples itself. When Odysseus managed to withstand their seduction and sailed past their shores undeterred, the Siren Parthenope despairingly threw herself into the bay and drowned. When her body washed up on the shore, the earliest Greek colonists discovered her corpse, arranged for a burial, and named their new city in her honor.
[13]
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An ancient depiction of Parthenope in the
 Odyssey


Beyond these myths, archeological evidence suggests that although Naples was formally founded in the 6th
 century BCE, it is possible to date earlier settlements to the ninth century BCE. The original Greek colonists first settled on Ischia in the Bay of Naples before reaching the mainland at Cumae, a promontory overlooking the Tyrrhenian Sea.
[14]
 As with all their colonies, the Greeks placed a heavy emphasis on trade and shipping, which included building a walled cliff-top fortress from which they could safely arrange trade deals (probably for precious metals) with the Etruscan and Samnite peoples living in central Italy at the time.
[15]
 Merchants in Campania also made their fortunes thanks to the plentiful crops of wine, olives, tomatoes, lemons and grain.
[16]


In the earliest years of their settlement, the Cumaens (as the first Greeks of Naples were known) engaged in a number of military struggles against the Etruscans, briefly losing to them in 524 BCE and then regaining control in 474 BCE. This decisive victory cleared the way for the Cumaens to begin to develop their empire further inland.
[17]
 This is when they established Neapolis (Greek for “New City”).
[18]
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Alexander van Loom’s pictures of ruins of Greek temples in the area

Thanks to the enterprising nature of the Greeks, Neapolis quickly became a flourishing civilization, and by the middle of the 5th century BCE, additional colonists arrived from Greece, making the population balloon to around 30,000 inhabitants. During the Golden Age of Athens, Neapolis benefitted from the advances of philosophy, theater, art, and literature. In many ways, this Neapolitan outpost was a godsend for the Greeks, as their culture was able to take root there and blossom after Athens started to decline in its power. In the 4th century BCE, when Syracuse, a Greek outpost in Sicily, started showing signs of economic decline, Naples became the most important Greek port in the central Mediterranean. Today, the city of Naples displays very little of its original Greek architecture, but just slightly to the south of the city, visitors can see an example of how their acropolis may have looked, as it contains one of the most complete ruins of a Greek temple in the whole Mediterranean.
[19]
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A picture of the area taken from the acropolis

In addition to their enterprising nature, the Greek colonists benefitted from their striking unity. They shared a single religion and they were effectively apolitical, using administrators to take care of the various areas of the city. The Greeks in Naples advocated learning and celebrated Epicureanism, the belief in a happy life.
[20]


The Romans

All the thriving cultural production came to an end when the Romans began their incursions into the region of Campania in the 4th century BCE. As Rome slowly started to absorb southern Italy into its empire, the locals began to get nervous, compelling them to declare war against the Romans in 328 BCE and availing themselves of support from the nearby Samnite tribes.

The war was resolved with a treaty that made Neapolis a federated city under Roman control. This would allow Romans to have control of the port and, with it, power over commerce and economic matters. In exchange, Neapolis would receive a certain political independence and cultural protection. 
[21]
 The Romans made Neapolis a focal point of the empire, finding it to be a place of great happiness and of productivity, such that the Romans commonly referred to it as Campania felix
 (“happy Campania”).
[22]


Despite the heavy Roman influence, the Neapolitans managed to maintain a strong attachment to their Greek identity and culture, and this sustained attachment to the east also allowed Naples to develop an early Christian community, the evidence of which is still present today in one of Italy’s most religiously devout cities.
[23]


At the same time, the Romans also benefitted greatly from this cultural exchange. They were attracted to Greek culture, and after conquering most of Greece during the 2nd
 century BCE, the Greeks strongly influenced the Roman way of life. They enjoyed participating in Greek customs, including athletic competitions, theatrical performances, and excessive celebratory eating and drinking that often devolved into gluttony.
[24]
 The Greeks and Romans also shared a number of fascinations; for example, they both considered the nearby volcano, Vesuvius, to be sacred because of the evidence of its vast fertility.
[25]
 Vesuvius was often described in the literature of the classical period with reverence.
[26]


During the Roman era, Neapolis became a crucial piece of their Mediterranean dominion, particularly after the fall of Carthage in the wake of the Punic Wars (264 BCE-146 BCE).
[27]
 Market towns such as Pompeii, Capua, and Herculaneum developed into thriving commercial centers, and thanks to their control of the Bay of Naples, the Romans were able to navigate without hindrance between Asia Minor, Greece, Egypt, North Africa, and Spain. Naples was also a valuable maritime port also insofar as it allowed for the importation of slaves, which greatly increased the economic growth of the region.
[28]


However, during Rome’s civil wars, Neapolis backed the losing party on two separate occasions, and as punishment, there were executions amongst the city’s upper and entrepreneurial classes. The economy of Neapolis also began to stagnate as the northern port town of Puteoli (today Pozzuoli) began to rise. Soon, Neapolis transformed into more of a resort town, rather than a commercial center, but even this proved rather advantageous in the end, as Neapolis began to benefit from the leisure travel of wealthy Romans on vacation and developed a healthy service industry that began to restore lost prosperity to the city.
[29]


All of the improvements and casual joys came to a screeching halt in the late 1st
 century CE. Before 62 CE, the region’s inhabitants had seemingly no reason to fear its imposing neighbor. Since the time of the first Oscan settlements over 1,000 years in the past, there had been no negative impact from Vesuvius, and there was no cause for alarm since there had been no visible danger throughout both living and recorded memory. In 62 CE, however, the tectonic plate beneath Africa had been grinding against the one under Eurasia in a slow motion crash sequence millions of years in the making. Landscape features long familiar along the Italian coastline had been formed in the distant past by these pressures, including such volcanic formations as Etna, Vulcanello, Vulcano, Ischia and Stromboli. The same stresses that had formed Mount Vesuvius were building to a slow crescendo, and in 62 CE they caused violent earthquake with an epicenter near Neapolis.

The Roman writer and philosopher Seneca wrote about the earthquake in detail in his famous Quaestiones Naturales
, and the sense of fear and confusion is plainly evident:


“Pompeii, the famous city in Campania, has been laid low by an earthquake which also disturbed all the adjacent districts. The city is in a pleasant bay, some distance from the open sea, and bounded by the shores of Surrentum and Stabiae on one side and of Herculaneum on the other; the shores meet there.



“In fact, it occurred in days of winter, a season which our ancestors used to claim was free from such disaster. This earthquake was on the Nones of February, in the consulship of Regulus and Verginius. It caused great destruction in Campania, which had never been safe from this danger but had never been damaged, and time and again had got off with a fright. Also, part of the town of Herculaneum is in ruins, and even the structures which are left standing are shaky. The colony of Nuceria escaped destruction but still has much to complain about. Naples also lost many private dwellings but no public buildings, and was only mildly grazed by the great disaster; but some villas collapsed, others here and there shook without damage. To these calamities others were added: they say that a flock of hundreds of sheep was killed, statues were cracked, and some people were so shocked that they wandered about as if deprived of their wits. The thread of my proposed work, and the concurrence of the disaster at this time, requires that we discuss the causes of these earthquakes.



“It is necessary to find solace for distressed people and to remove their great fear. Yet can anything seem adequately safe to anyone if the world itself is shaken, and its most solid parts collapse? Where will our fears finally be at rest if the one thing which is immovable in the universe and fixed, so as to support everything that leans upon it, starts to waver; if the earth loses the characteristic it has: stability? What hiding-place will creatures find, where will they flee in their anxiety, if fear arises from below and is drawn from the depths of the earth? There is panic on the part of all when buildings creak and give signs of falling. Then everybody hurls himself headlong outside, abandons his household possessions, and trusts to his luck in the outdoors. What hiding-place do we look to, what help, if the earth itself is causing the ruin, if what protects us, upholds us, on which cities are built, which some speak of as a kind of foundation of the universe, separates and reels?”


[30]
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An ancient bust of Seneca

About 6,000 feet above the area, the crest of Mount Vesuvius looked down seemingly impassively, with nobody connecting the earthquake to it. Vesuvius had been such an innocuous feature of the landscape that it was effectively invisible, and it remained silent throughout the quake and during the years that followed, with its slopes vegetated in a verdant green for all to see. Unbeknownst to those who had no grasp of modern science, the same forces that had caused the earthquake were slowly building again before the dust had even settled.

The earthquake caused such extensive damage across the entirety of Pompeii that Emperor Nero reportedly considered abandoning the area, but it was not so easy to abandon. After all, it still had so many benefits, from its agricultural richness to its prime trading position, all of which had lured people to settle there in the first place. Furthermore, nobody had any reason to suspect that the earthquake would be repeated, or that a natural disaster of another kind was on the horizon. Thus, instead of abandoning Campania, the very opposite occurred – a horde of builders, carpenters, and masons descended on the scene, repairing things if possible and rebuilding what could not be made whole.

In early August of the year 79 CE, further tremors were felt in the countryside surrounding Pompeii, and springs and wells suddenly dried up overnight just prior to a moderate tremor on the 20th of August. Animals across the area either became increasingly excited or extremely quiet. Some people who had suffered during the quake of 62 CE noted these signs of impending danger and left, fearing what was to come,
[31]
 but others paid no attention to these seemingly minor occurrences.

Shortly after noon, on August 24, the day was hot and the people were on edge, as there had been more ground tremors than usual around the Bay of Naples. Ironically, the day before, the city of Neapolis had just celebrated the annual Roman festival of Volcanalia, a day of ritual sacrifice and athletic celebration meant to allay fires, earthquakes, and volcanoes after the long summer heat.
[32]
 Since the volcano had lain dormant for centuries and the people did not know how to interpret those tremors, they were caught unawares when steam started spewing from the crater of Vesuvius. By the middle of the day, dust and ash - which was propelled with such force that it reached all the way to the shores of North Africa
[33]
 - was starting to form a massive cloud above the volcano, and it began to cause major destruction in nearby Pompeii.

By 8:00 p.m., the magma traveled up the cone of the volcano, causing eruptions of ash and pumice, and over the course of the next 12 hours, the town of Pompeii was significantly buried. That night, further eruptions overtook the smaller town of Herculaneum, covering it multiple times over. As if all that was not enough, Pompeii was hit again the next morning, destroying what little remained and killing every living being within its borders. Only in the early hours of August 26, did the eruption come to a halt as the sun came out again on the stunned survivors.
[34]


One of the most in-depth accounts was written by Pliny the Younger, no more than 17 years of age when he witnessed the horror of Pompeii’s destruction. In the aftermath of the eruption, the Roman historian Tacitus convinced Pliny the Younger to put his account to paper, which he duly did, expanding on his own experiences by adding hypotheses and recreations of what was known to have occurred to others during that time.

One of Pliny’s accounts discussed the actions of his uncle, Pliny the Elder, who would die during the event. One of the great figures of the Roman Empire and author of a 37-volume compendium of natural history, Pliny the Elder was transfixed by the phenomenon as he watched from nineteen miles away, across the Bay of Naples at Misenum. What he saw was the floor of the crater that had plugged the mouth of Mount Vesuvius for centuries broken by the pressure beneath. The mouth of the volcano spewed forth molten rock, a debris predominantly composed of pebbly pumice that rained down on Pompeii.
[35]
 It set fire to the buildings, collapsed the roofs of houses and struck at those who ran through the streets, killing many. At this time, Pliny the Younger noted that the eruption looked something like a pine tree, writing that “it shot up at a great height in the form of a trunk, which extended itself at the top into several branches. It was at one moment white, at another dark and spotted, as if it had carried up earth and cinders.”
[36]


Presented with this unique and previously unobserved phenomenon, Pliny the Elder sought to get closer to it in order to record as much information as possible for posterity, furthering scientific knowledge. To this end he ordered that a light vessel be prepared to take him closer to it, an order that, as admiral of the Roman fleet, he was easily able to issue. His plans changed radically however once word reached him that the people living close to the eruption were in mortal danger. This included those citizens both of Pompeii and Herculaneum. Intending to mount a rescue attempt Pliny the Elder abandoned his light vessel in favor of several large galleys, leading them across the bay towards those afflicted souls who were fleeing the burning city down to the beaches.

Pliny vividly described what he saw on August 24: “Meanwhile on Mount Vesuvius broad sheets of fire and leaping flames blazed at several points, their bright glare emphasized by the darkness of night. My uncle tried to allay the fears of his companions by repeatedly declaring that these were nothing but bonfires left by the peasants in their terror, or else empty houses on fire in the districts they had abandoned. Then he went to rest and certainly slept, for as he was a stout man his breathing was rather loud and heavy and could be heard by people coming and going outside his door. By this time the courtyard giving access to his room was full of ashes mixed with pumice stones, so that its level had risen, and if he had stayed in the room any longer he would never have got out. He was wakened, came out and joined Pomponianus and the rest of the household who had sat up all night.”

In one of his letters to Tacitus, Pliny the Younger described what he saw on August 25:


“Ashes were already falling, not as yet very thickly. I looked round: a dense black cloud was coming up behind us, spreading over the earth like a flood. 'Let us leave the road while we can still see,' I said, 'or we shall be knocked down and trampled underfoot in the dark by the crowd behind.' We had scarcely sat down to rest when darkness fell, not the dark of a moonless or cloudy night, but as if the lamp had been put out in a closed room.



“You could hear the shrieks of women, the wailing of infants, and the shouting of men; some were calling their parents, others their children or their wives, trying to recognize them by their voices. People bewailed their own fate or that of their relatives, and there were some who prayed for death in their terror of dying. Many besought the aid of the gods, but still more imagined there were no gods left, and that the universe was plunged into eternal darkness for evermore.”


It has been estimated that approximately 90% of Pompeii’s population left in time to escape the death of their city, with about 2,000 staying behind.
[37]
 Their burial shrouds were the drifts of ash from Vesuvius, a deadly end that also gave them and their city a sense of immortality, frozen in its final moments to be rediscovered again in the centuries to come. In the aftermath of the fateful eruption, when Vesuvius settled once more, some people returned to see what was left of Pompeii. A few remnants of buildings jutted above the layers of ash, and some chose to try digging tunnels through it to retrieve their lost belongings or perhaps even those of other people. They were unwittingly engaged in dangerous work, since pockets of poison gas remained beneath the ground and proved potentially fatal to those attempting to uncover Pompeii.
[38]
 Emperor Titus, who had risen to power in Rome only months before the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, worked hard to resettle the refugees and ordered senators to conduct research through a commission, looking for options for rebuilding the famous city. In the end however, the task was too great to be seriously considered. Pompeii had finally been abandoned, with no hope of saving or replacing it.
[39]


There is still scholarly debate over whether the dates of August 24-25 are accurate. Some believe that the eruption actually took place later in the year, either during October or November, based on the fact that some people were wearing heavier articles of clothing than would be expected in summer. It has even been suggested that one resident was carrying a coin that could only have been minted in September, thereby discrediting the notion that the eruption took place in August. Nevertheless, August 24-25 is still widely accepted and cited as the dates of the eruption.

What is known is that in the aftermath, Stabiae became the principal city of trade in Pompeii’s absence. Herculaneum, completely buried, soon had a new village spring up on top of it. Farmers’ huts were erected overlooking the Sarno River, and the people of the region got on with their lives. The past was, if not forgotten, at least no longer at the forefront of people’s minds.

Pompeii was gone, but Mount Vesuvius was still very much present. The eruption of 79 was the first in the recorded history of the region, but it was far from the last. Vesuvius erupted again in 202, then again in 306, 472, 513, 533 D and 1631. Some of these were little more than convulsions, but the 1631 eruption was another tragedy. Many towns had sprung up at the foot of the volcano by then, and lava overflowing from the crater above rushed down to cover them, killing as many as 18,000 people.
[40]
 The same factors that had drawn the Oscan settlers to the area in the first place kept bringing people back: the rich fertility and the prime location for trade. But now, the people who chose to live knew they were residing in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius, an active volcano that might look dormant but threatened to erupt once more at any given moment.
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The crater of Mount Vesuvius today

Due to the direction of the prevailing winds during the eruption, Neapolis miraculously emerged largely unscathed, even if the people’s faith in the gods was no doubt shaken.
[41]
 An area of about 200 square miles surrounding the volcano had been wholly destroyed, covered by blankets of lava that are estimated to have been 5-10 cubic kilometers in volume. Not a blade of grass survived. Archeologists surmise that Rome must have sent aid to the area, but there are no descriptions of public works projects that are left behind in surviving classical texts. What they do know is that Pompeii and Herculaneum would only remerge after 17 centuries when archeologists discovered the bodies and structures that had been remarkably preserved beneath.

Other towns, such as Cumae, Pozzuoli, Baiae, Misenum and Capua were able to return to - and surpass - their previous state of productivity, as were the islands of Ischia, Capri, and Procida, and the Sorretino Peninsula. These towns, however, were relatively far from the site of the disaster. One town, Stabiae, which had been partially hit, was able to regain its strength by the 3rd century.

Economic records of the time suggest that the Roman Empire was hit by the eruption in more ways than just the loss of life. After the eruption, they had to start importing increasing quantities of wine, olive oil and fish in order to compensate for the shortages caused by Vesuvius. There were cultural repercussions as well - for approximately 60 years following the tragedy, Roman emperors avoided the area, as did poets and aristocrats.
[42]


In the 4th century CE, another major turning point came when the Emperor Diocletian ordered a massacre of Christians throughout the Roman Empire. One victim of this massacre, the Bishop of Benevento, was taken as a martyr and canonized as Saint Gennaro.
[43]
 Over the next few centuries, as the Roman Empire fell into turmoil, the Neapolitans would have many occasions on which to pray to him for protection.
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A depiction of the saint in Naples Cathedral

Naples during the Middle Ages

In the 5th
 century, the Western Roman Empire collapsed and Naples was subject to repeated invasions.
[44]
 The Goths’ sack of Rome in 410 was a major blow to the empire, and the Vandals followed up with another sacking in 455. The Huns also ran through Italy, wreaking havoc everywhere they went.
[45]


In 440, Emperor Valentinian II tried to reinforce the city walls through the addition of watchtowers, allowing the Neapolitans to resist incursions a little while longer. It was against this tense backdrop that Vesuvius erupted once more, sometime between 469 and 474. Ancient accounts indicate the Neapolitans hid themselves in the network of catacombs beneath their city and prayed to San Gennaro for protection. Legend has it that the ash stopped falling as soon as the prayers began, and on that day, San Gennaro was made the patron saint of Naples, becoming one of the most venerated saints in all Christendom (an honor he maintains to this day).
[46]


The Roman Empire’s control of Neapolis formally ended in 476 when the Ostrogoth king, Odoacer, defeated the last emperor of the West, Romulus Augustus. Romulus spent his exile in a glorious Neapolitan villa, and after the fall of Rome, Neapolis was first ruled by the Goths, followed by the Byzantines. Under the Byzantines, who maintained control for approximately five centuries, Naples also faced incursions by the Lombards, who invaded the city in 568.
[47]
 These enemy attacks motivated Neapolis to strengthen its connection to the Byzantine Empire for protection.
[48]



From 661-1137, Naples became a “ducato,” or duchy, a privilege granted by the Byzantine Emperor Constans II. During this time, they returned to their Greek origins, making Greek the official language once again. About midway through this relationship, however, the Byzantines started losing control of their empire, and they faced Arab attacks in Sicily. Naples was able to profit from this turmoil and took the opportunity to strengthen their already positive relationships with the Arabs to their economic benefit.




Thanks to this increased economic activity, 9th
 century Naples saw a burst of cultural production, including the building of new churches and the embellishment of old ones. Paradoxically, as the 10th
 century began and the turmoil died down, Naples saw its fortunes reverse. The only positive development was that the Lombards had finally stopped trying to take over the city, and the rivals found a way to live in a certain harmony with one another, including intermarrying for strategic alliances. However, their connections to the Arab world weakened. The Neapolitans seemed marginalized in terms of the geopolitics of the time, and, as they were about to enter into the Middle Ages, they were about to be faced with attacks from the first Norman adventurers who would be the next group of foreigners to put their imprint on Naples.
[49]




Naples had entered the Middle Ages with a strong reputation as a place of distinguished learning.
[50]
 Its urban space was also quite neatly organized; divided by neighborhoods, it had a sophisticated series of decentralized political organizations that represented the nobles and the lower classes. Those who were affiliated with one of the five noble districts of the city were afforded special privileges, including the right to march in high-profile parades and processions, while only one district represented the lower classes. The traditions connected to the districts would continue for centuries, and even after the Spanish conquest of 1503, the nobles and the lower classes would continue to exhibit their affiliations by parading through the streets and piazzas.
[51]


Unlike the Norman period in Sicily, relatively little is known about the Norman period in Naples, insofar as the severe bombing damage in World War II devastated the archives of the city and destroyed countless sources of records that had not been published.
[52]
 What is known is that in 1040, the Norman French invaders conquered Campania, and the Normans were the ones who first formed Naples into a distinct political entity.
[53]
 In 1059, Robert Guiscard (1015-1085) was invested by the Pope as Duke of Apulia, Calabria and Sicily, making Naples a feudatory of the Holy See.
[54]
 When Roger “the Norman” became King of Sicily in 1071 in Palermo, he ruled over a territory that included the modern regions of Sicily, Calabria, Puglia, Basilicata, Abruzzo and Campania. Although this territory constantly changed rulers, it maintained this border with the papal state to the north with virtually no alteration for nearly seven centuries. This rare territorial stability is often unfairly overlooked, in favor of an emphasis on the tumult of the people actually ruling the territory.
[55]


In 1190, the German Hohenstaufens (or the Swabians) took the region as their own,
[56]
 and eight years later Naples also enjoyed being ruled by Frederick II (1194-1250), the Holy Roman Emperor and King of Sicily and Jerusalem. Frederick II was based in Palermo, but he invested considerable resources in the development of Naples. For example, he founded the university there in 1224, making it was the first institution in Europe that was dedicated to training government administrators and civil servants.
[57]
 As the only university in the entire kingdom, it served to draw the best talent from all of southern Italy.
[58]
 The university brought Aristotelian natural philosophy and Christian theology into a symbiotic relationship that laid the groundwork for the flourishing Renaissance humanism that arose in the 15th
 century courts of the Aragonese kings.
[59]
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Wolfgang Rieger’s picture of a 13
th
 century statue of Frederick II


Thanks to the stewardship of Frederick II, by the beginning of the 13th
 century, Naples could easily be considered amongst the most important cities of Europe. Its population reached 30,000 inhabitants, which made it smaller than Venice, Milan, and Florence (which each had approximately 80,000 at the same time), but no less powerful.
[60]


After Frederick’s death, Naples was caught up in the Angevin-Guelph, Aragonese-Ghibelline wars of the Middle Ages.
[61]
 In 1266, Naples passed to the French Angevins.
[62]
 Naples gained inhabitants during the Angevin rule, and it also changed in appearance as the Angevins built castles and churches in a French Gothic style.
[63]
 In 1284, following the rebellion of the Sicilian Vespers which deprived King Charles of Anjou his control of the island of Sicily, Naples became the capital of the Kingdom of Naples, instead of Palermo.
[64]
 Despite the loss of the island, the kingdom remained a formidable territory, and by far the largest area of Italy ruled by a single government. Thanks to this alignment with the Angevin kings of Naples, who brought French court culture to Naples, the nobility of the city married into some of the most powerful families of Europe, guaranteeing the well-being of the elites of society.
[65]


As an international capital, Naples also enjoyed good trade relationships with the rest of Europe, as well as across the Mediterranean, which brought new blood into the city as well as valuable resources to support a thriving cultural scene.
[66]
 All the while, thanks to its status as the political capital of the kingdom, Naples experienced a number of advantages. It grew in size, as the feudal, aristocratic families left their rural domain in order to be closer to the center of power represented by the viceroy and his court. In their wake, the lower classes followed, trying to take advantage of low cost of living and plentiful work opportunities engendered by the aristocrats’ presence, from domestic service to production of luxury textiles, jewelry, furniture and even coaches.
[67]
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Miguel Hermoso Cuesta’s picture of the Castel Nuovo, where medieval kings lived in the city

Around the 1300s, the Angevin rulers decided to make a more serious investment in cultural life.
[68]
 When they started their initiative, Naples was lacking a strong local artistic culture, so the court and the church both invited artists from outside Naples to satisfy the artistic needs of wealthy patrons.
[69]


The Angevins arguably set Naples on a course to reach its cultural apex, but according to one early historian of Naples, this rapid passage from the Normans and the Hohenstaufens to the Angevins was the origin of the misfortunes of the kingdom. To Giuseppe Maria Galanti, the French and Germans were the “natural” rulers of the kingdom, while the Angevins were foreigners who mistreated their subjects.
[70]


In the 1430s, the Angevin line in Naples died out, leaving the city to the Aragonese. Scholars have described the second half of the 15th
 century as one of the most obscure eras in the history of Naples, but it also represents the start of an important era of continuity. Starting in 1442, when the kingdom was conquered by Alfonso the Magnanimous, the Spanish ruled the city for 250 years, and though they were still a subjugated people, Spanish rule provided at least a veneer of stability at a time when Naples faced a number of other serious challenges.
[71]
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Alfonso the Magnanimous

Alfonso earned his “magnanimous” nickname because he poured considerable resources into making Naples the capital of his Mediterranean territory, as well as a major humanist center.
[72]
 During this time, humanists such as Jacopo Sannazaro were inspired by the beauty of the setting, the tangible links to the classical past, and the city’s status as a melting pot for intellectuals and artists from southern Italy and beyond.
[73]
 In addition to his interests in building up Naples’ cultural capital, Alfonso also dedicated considerable effort to fortifying the city, sponsoring the construction a series of walls with the goal of protecting the city from invaders.
[74]


In the middle of the 15th
 century, the population of Naples began to decline, but with increased land available, Naples started to expand in many of its agricultural endeavors, such as sheep farming and wool production. The region also started to increase production of its signature products, including tree crops such as wine, olive oil, fruits, and nuts. They began a healthy export trade to Rome, Sicily, Venice, Florence, and Genoa, which helped the local economy further expand.
[75]


Upon Alfonso’s death, the kingdom passed to his illegitimate son, Ferrante, who ruled until 1494. This brought another transition, because the political situation resulted in the French Angevins, led by Charles VIII, marching into Naples and conquering it with little resistance. The Spanish decided to intercede in 1499,
[76]
 and for several years the Spanish and French occupied southern Italy as they competed for supremacy. Eventually, the Spanish emerged victorious in 1503, and the Kingdom of Naples was given to Ferdinand and Isabella. During this time, Naples no longer had a monarchy in residence; instead, the city was governed by Spanish viceroys.
[77]


Naples in the Early Modern Era

In the first decades of the 16th
 century, the population growth of Naples started to accelerate dramatically until it peaked in the first half of the 17th
 century.
[78]
 Over the course of the 1500s, the city ballooned from 50,000 inhabitants to 200,000, making Naples by far the largest city in Italy and, along with Paris and London, one of the largest cities in Europe. Much of this population growth was due to migrations of the rural poor who flooded Naples because of the low price of bread and lower rate of taxation. They were followed by the elites of the provinces and the feudal nobles, who wanted to partake in the flourishing cultural activities, social life, and rich political opportunities the city now was able to offer. The Spanish also sent their merchants, diplomats, administrators, soldiers, and clerics, and they were joined by their Italian and European counterparts. Such was the cultural kaleidoscope of Naples in the 17th
 century that one administrator made the superlative claim that Naples “was the whole world.”
[79]


Naturally, during this time Naples was a place rich in culture, where poetry, music, and philosophy flourished, and this rich cultural milieu did not develop in a vacuum. It was thanks to the relative stability in Naples at that time, when the Spanish Empire was enjoying a time of peace and Naples, as the largest city in the empire, enjoyed a special prestige.
[80]
 The rule of the Spanish Hapsburgs over the kingdom remained secure despite the fact that the empire was in its waning period by the reign of King Charles II (1665-1700).
[81]


In the late 16th
 century, several calamities piled atop one another and started to threaten the flourishing Neapolitan culture. While the Spanish government had already been warned in 1559 of the dangerously low morale of the Neapolitans that threatened their loyalty to the crown,
[82]
 things only worsened in successive decades thanks to crop failures in 1585, famine in 1590-1593, bank failures in the 1590s, and a massive devastation of wool, cheese and meat due to a harsh winter in 1611-1612. In addition to the problems within the city, the Spanish Empire was being threatened by shifts in the European geopolitical climate. At the start of the 1590s, over the course of 18 months, the Vatican saw five different pontiffs take the mantle, France was starting to recover from a downturn, and the Ottoman Empire was hungrily expanding west during that same time. Neapolitan cultural production was able to resist this turmoil, but it would soon come to a point of decline.

In the early 1600s, Naples was a bustling, densely populated city and an active place of commerce with a robust military. Thanks to its strategic location in the central Mediterranean, its port facilitated the transport of merchants, ships, and galleons full of soldiers and slaves. Amongst the merchants who trafficked in the port of Naples during the 1600s, there were English, Greeks, Germans, Portuguese, Spanish, French, Genoese, Florentines and Venetians.
[83]
 However, early 17th
 century Naples was also a fragmented society in which individual communities had their own religious and secular rulers, and this lack of unity meant that when a series of problematic circumstances piled up, society was ripe for a major transformation. A fiscal squeeze occurred in the 1630s and 1640s, Vesuvius erupted in 1631, a revolt transpired in 1647-48,
[84]
 and a plague in 1656 killed about half its population.
[85]
 As a result, by the middle of the 17th
 century, the city was a shadow of its former self.
[86]
 In fact, it lost so many people during this time that it would not reach a similar population level until the late 18th
 century.
[87]


The Renaissance in Italy is synonymous with advances in painting, and it should come as no surprise that Naples made important contributions to the history of art. Of course, its close connections to the Greek and Roman past, venerated during the Renaissance, made it an ideal place for artists to undertake their work.

Nonetheless, Naples’ role has been generally overlooked. Overshadowed by the monumental productions in Florence and Rome, Naples’ reputation also suffered because of the damage that occurred during war, both to the artworks themselves and to the archives that would have provided the information that would have allowed historians to bring them back into the public eye today. Furthermore, art historians have tended to be conditioned by the patronizing attitude of northern Italians who considered Naples and the south “backwards,”
[88]
 and therefore viewed its cultural products as inferior and unworthy of study.
[89]


Fortunately, there have been recent efforts to reassess the Neapolitan contribution to Italian and European art.
[90]
 One of the most remarkable elements of Neapolitan art during its time under the Angevin and Aragonese rulers was the presence of artists not just from the rest of mainland Italy, but from Dalmatia, Provence, and Spain, as well as the production of architecture by Catalan.
[91]


When Naples was the third largest city in Europe, its rich commercial activity was bolstered by a unique contribution of Neapolitan women. Although Neapolitan legal codes clearly privileged men over women in issues of succession and inheritance, they were inconsistently enforced, which meant that women did, in fact, inherit business licenses from their deceased husbands, if only ones that were small in scale.
[92]
 In the late 1600s, Neapolitan women ran shops, bakeries, and grocery stores, and moreover, representations by Neapolitan artists at the time depict women in a number of different roles, both public and private. They show women leading aristocratic families, reading, and working.

One of the greatest Neapolitan artists worked during this period, and she was a woman. Indeed, Artemisia Gentileschi (1593-1652) is the most famous female Italian painter of all time.
[93]
 Another great Italian writer, Vittoria Colonna (1490-1547), although born in Rome, was able to find herself in Ischia, writing poetry as she presided over an influential literary court.
[94]


Women from different backgrounds and classes in Naples participated in the life of the city in various ways. There were noblewomen who were able to lead their families and wield economic power; religious women who gained public visibility; upper class nuns who were responsible for conducting agreements between the church and state; intellectual women who played an important role in the salons of Naples and on the nearby island of Ischia, through their wit and conversation (and likely, good looks); lower class women who emigrated from the countryside and worked as domestic help in private households or in convents; women who bucked prevailing tendencies and managed to acquire basic literacy skills; and women who became great collectors of art and cultural artifacts.
[95]


The Enlightenment

During the Enlightenment, Naples was highly productive. No one doubted its geopolitical importance thanks to its rich natural resources and gentle climate, as well as its position on a European frontier that made it a political and religious outpost at the heart of the Mediterranean.
[96]
 Nonetheless, French and British intellectuals readily complained that the cultural level of Naples did not live up to their respective capitals or even to Rome, and beliefs about the association between climate and temperament did not play out in the Neapolitans’ favor, insofar as heat was seen as creating a natural dispensation to laziness.
[97]
 Neapolitan writers often found themselves needing to publish defenses of their culture, which was described by outsiders as decadent, backwards, lazy, and unoriginal (particularly in terms of copying the French).
[98]


In 1707, the Austrian Hapsburgs interrupted Spanish rule for a brief period, but in 1734, the Spanish Bourbons retook control for the next quarter of a century, with Charles of Bourbon becoming King of the Two Sicilies.
[99]
 The return of the monarch brought to an end a long two centuries during which Naples was governed by viceroys.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, when Charles came to the city, he was greeted with open arms, and not just by the nobility who obviously saw the potential for advancement thanks to their newfound proximity to the center of power. The administrative elites were excited about the prospect of increasing their power within the new state, and the masses hoped that the king would install favorable taxation policies that would save them money. There was also a hope that the presence of Charles of Bourbon would signal an end of the feudal hold that the papacy had long had over Naples, ever since the Norman King Roger took the throne in the late 11th
 century. If this did not offer a high enough set of expectations, the people looked to the new king to dramatically curtail the role of the church in Italian social and cultural life.
[100]


The return of the monarch did serve to occasion a major shift, as much in terms of demographic and economic growth, as in terms of cultural and social life. Court life, presided over by the king, began to flourish once again, as the monarchy built new palaces, theaters, and other public buildings. The monarchy even sponsored artists, musicians, and scholars, and during this period, archeology began to develop as a discipline. In the 1730s and 1740s, the discoveries of the cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii, devastated by Vesuvius in 79 CE, gave the city a further set of attractions to lure visitors. In fact, until the revolutionary troubles began to impede leisure travel in the 1790s, the Bourbons were able to turn the city into a major stop on the northern European Grand Tour, as visitors streamed into town to take in its nature, museums, performances, archeological sites, volcanic activity, and even its notably lively street life.
[101]
 Beyond their interest in the pleasures of Naples, visitors came at this time based on the generous opportunities for economic investment.

When the renowned writer Goethe arrived in Naples in early 1787, he brought with him the intersection of Enlightenment culture and that of Romanticism, and he acknowledged that he struggled to capture the mystery of the city with an objective eye.
[102]
 As he put it, “Naples is, every where, beautiful and glorious.”
[103]
 Goethe was mesmerized by Vesuvius, and in that sense he was hardly alone, as the volcano had already begun to attract the interest of all sorts of scholars, including alchemists, natural philosophers, and scientists. In this later period, it drew the fascination of Enlightenment thinkers, Romantic poets, and artists.
[104]
 Marquis de Sade set a wildly provocative scene from his novel Juliette
 on the crater of Vesuvius, Nietzsche and Freud used Vesuvius as a symbol of angst, and later, the Surrealists relished using the metaphoric qualities of the volcano in their work.
[105]
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Goethe

For all the unquestionably positive elements of this period, they masked serious sociopolitical problems. Naples witnessed the powerful feudal class take advantage of the peasants, the wealthy and dominant church still curtailed certain activities, and the weak agricultural economy (trade and manufacturing was relatively minor and was controlled by foreigners and the monarchy) hurt the region. Naples also suffered under corrupt administration.

Due to these problems, the city was resistant to reform. Some Enlightenment writers who were more in tune with these problems and less prone to celebration saw the city as fragile, vividly depicting it as a giant head over a sickly body.
[106]


Unification

As the winds of revolution blew through Europe, Naples entered what some have called its “tragic centuries” (which, these same people claim, are not yet over).
[107]
 The tragic centuries started with a rather demoralizing event, when, in the wake of the French Revolution, the people of Naples declared the Parthenopean Republic, an echo of their Greek heritage. They managed to hold their independence for all of five months, from January to June, before King Ferdinand was able to reclaim the throne.
[108]


This brief failed revolution represented just a fragment of time of these so-called tragic centuries, but it is nonetheless emblematic of what was deemed to be a “failed” societal redemption.
[109]
 During this time, Naples appears to suffer an irresolvable paradox. On the one hand, it unquestionably faced economic and political decline, but on the other hand, it also managed to produce a dynamic, engaged intellectual life, including an exceptional artistic, literary, and urban culture that never lost a certain exuberant quality. While much has been said about the city by outsiders (and a great deal of it both patronizing and off the mark), Neapolitans are by no means ignorant to this phenomenon. Much of this cultural production, in fact, works to grapple with Naples as a paradox, and some of the most prominent intellectuals of Naples go so far as to define Neapolitanness as understanding the world as a state of paradox itself.
[110]
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A depiction of Naples during the Parthenopean Republic

In 1806, Napoleon and the French briefly took over, and though Napoleon never visited Naples, the city played an important part in the French imperial system as a source of raw material, money, and human labor. These they provided only in part because the Bourbon rulers and their British allies managed to hold onto Sicily, posing a threat to the French Empire on the mainland.
[111]


Nonetheless, the Napoleonic government brought major changes to the city and the kingdom, especially in terms of its social and economic structure. For instance, it immediately struck down the feudal system, and the French also transformed the tax codes, judicial and administrative institutions, and used the French example as their example.
[112]
 According to a writer at the time, the transformations Naples underwent during the Napoleonic period were “convulsions” that knew no parallel in history.
[113]
 However, this period of reform was short-lived; when the French lost the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, control returned to the Spanish Bourbons, and the restoration brought a period of intellectual and cultural stagnation. Naples would suffer civic unrest until Italy was unified under Garibaldi.
[114]


Although the French occupation was a blip, its legacy lived on, paradoxically enough, precisely because the reforms failed. According to historians over the past 200 years, the failures of these reforms to take hold provided some of the reasons Southern Italy was never able to embrace Western modernity. They argued that the Napoleonic rule of Naples was their chance to move closer to the political and cultural models of the most “advanced” European nations; having forever missed their chance, the south was now doomed to be backwards forever.
[115]
 This perceived failure, referred to as the “passive revolution” by Vincenzo Cuoco, the city’s first historian, continues to haunt Naples to this day.
[116]


Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Naples was, until the unification of Italy, the largest territorial state in Italy. Its borders extended from the southern borders of the Lazio (the region of which Rome is the capital) and Marche, all the way to the Strait of Messina in Sicily.
[117]
 Thus, it’s no surprise Naples would play a major role in the wars of independence that united Italy.

After the failed First Italian War of Independence, a war against Austria was plotted in 1858, with a territorial agreement drawn up in advance. The confederation of Italian states, to be headed by the pope, would include Piedmont in control of northern Italy (it would give Nice and Savoy to France), a central Italian kingdom around Tuscany, the territory surrounding Rome that would be left to the papacy, and the kingdom of Sicily (and Naples), which would remain the same. They decided to use agents provacateurs
 to stir up a revolt around Modena and then turn to the king for help. The deal almost fell through, as the king did not want to agree to one little detail: allowing his beloved daughter to marry the infamously debauched cousin of Napoleon III.

From the beginning, almost nothing went right. The “revolt” in Italy failed to catch fire, and the only reason war broke out at all is because the Austrians actually decided to flex their military muscle against Piedmont, thinking France would not defend its ally. Hostilities finally broke out in April 1859, but things only got worse when Napoleon III found out Piedmontese Prime Minister Cavour was actually plotting to annex part of the Papal States, betraying the terms of their agreement. Worse, he learned Prussia was planning to get involved in the conflict. As a result, without bothering to consult Cavour, Napoleon III signed an armistice with Austria. Per the terms of this agreement, Austria had to give up control of most of Lombardy to Piedmont,
[118]
 but in exchange they were given the Veneto. The whole debacle was a humiliation for Cavour, who resigned in anger, but he would return to power once again in January 1860.

What the leaders could not have expected was that this manufactured conflict was actually the necessary precursor to Italian unification.
[119]
 The so-called “Second War of Independence” ended up spurring a series of real patriotic uprisings in central Italy, starting in Tuscany and Romagna and then spreading to Umbria. Cavour tried to seize this opportunity to persuade the regions to agree to join with Piedmont, but he was rebuffed. On the balance, the fighting in 1859 did not go as Cavour had planned, but it did have the major advantage of helping him expand Piedmont. The concession of Nice and Savoy to France, however, was seen as a major loss, and even worse, Cavour gave Napoleon III these cities in a secret treaty which he himself believed was unconstitutional. 
[120]


At the start of 1859, Italy was divided into seven parts, with six sovereign states and one territory (part of Lombardy and Venetia) under the Austrian Empire. The peninsula had not been united since the Roman Empire, but less than two years later, unification would be achieved.
[121]


When Cavour gave away Nice to appease Napoleon III, he thought he was doing what had to be done. He did not anticipate his action would inflame Garibaldi, who had been born in Nice, and spur him out of his quasi-retirement. For Garibaldi, it was a point of great humiliation that this Italian city should be used in a game of chess with France. The betrayal was all the more acute because he believed Italy’s leadership after 1848 would come from Piedmont. The secret treaty made Garibaldi believe what he had suspected: Cavour’s priority was Piedmont, not Italy as a whole.

Garibaldi was already ready to spring into action in April 1860 when he was asked to help transform a peasant uprising in the west of Sicily into a full-blown revolution. This goal had been in the sights of Mazzini for some time, and now that much of Italy had been liberated from its foreign occupiers, the time seemed right to gain back control of the initiative and head off the machinations of Cavour, who appeared to be making serious inroads. Nonetheless, Garibaldi and his supporters did believe any initiatives needed to be backed by King Vittorio Emmanuele II, who they incorrectly believed was more of a genuine believer in the patriotic cause than his prime minister.

In one of the most legendary episodes in Italian history, Garibaldi set off from Genoa to the Sicilian town of Marsala with just under 1,000 followers. As Mazzini had envisioned, these men were all young, with fervent beliefs to compensate for their lack of military training, but these were not exactly the revolutionaries Mazzini had in mind. Among the “Thousand” who joined Garibaldi on his mission to Sicily, and among those who supported them financially, there were many people who fervently supported the Piedmontese cause. Even the patriot Francesco Crispi, who planned the expedition, was prepared to support Piedmont if it helped to unite Italy, as was Garibaldi himself.
[122]
  On the subject of this compromise, Crispi famously wrote to a friend of his in July 1860, “I love Italy above all else, and as Italy is destined to come into existence through the house of Savoy, I accept this condition without arrière pensée
.”
[123]
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A depiction of Garibaldi setting off on the Expedition of the Thousand
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Crispi

The expedition was an unthinkable success. As Garibaldi advanced throughout Sicily and expelled the Bourbons, he proclaimed Vittorio Emmanuele II the king of Italy. He captured Palermo in June, reached the Straits of Messina and crossed them in August, and triumphantly reached Naples on September 7.
[124]
 Garibaldi used these conquests as a springboard, after which he began preparing to take Rome from the pope and make it the capital of a united Italian nation.

The seemingly impossible success of this ragtag group of soldiers owed much to Garibaldi’s leadership, as well as the groundwork prepared by other patriots such as Crispi. Moreover, it also owed much to the state of international relations at that moment, because Britain decided it was in its best interest to thwart Napoleon III’s ambition and believed a unified Italy would help ensure the balance of power on the continent tipped in its direction.
[125]
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A depiction of the Redshirt volunteers of the Thousand
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A painting of Garibaldi liberating Palermo
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A painting of Garibaldi in Naples

Of course, this perspective on history only focuses on the actions of the major powers and neglects to consider why the Sicilian and Neapolitan people welcomed Garibaldi with open arms. Historians believe Garibaldi was so successful because he represented a blank page onto which the different classes projected their needs. The peasants saw him as the agent of relief from suffering, while Sicilian landowners hoped the overthrow of the Bourbons would provide them an opportunity to gain independence from Naples. For the middle classes, they hoped the change would give them the chance to grab the upper hand in local politics. In general, it is thought the people who fought in this revolution did not know what they were fighting for and had never heard of the word Italia
. One humorous anecdote suggests when they heard the slogan of Garibaldi’s “Thousand” - Italia e Vittorio Emanuele -
 the people thought “La Talia” was the name of King Vittorio Emmanuele II’s wife.

What began as a virtually independent expedition from Genoa to Sicily actually ended up being the necessary catalyst to turn the dream of an Italian nation into reality. Once Garibaldi had taken control of all of Southern Italy by September, Italian democrats had a huge opportunity, as they actually held power in a region of Italy for the first time since 1849. Moreover, this was the one moment in the entire risorgimento that they had an army, popular momentum, and a coherent program.
[126]


However, despite their momentum, they had Cavour working against them behind the scenes. As Cavour witnessed Garibaldi’s strong support, he grew concerned the newfound hero might decide to withdraw his support for King Vittorio Emmanuele II, particularly if they were able to march on Rome and resurrect the short-lived republic of 1849. Thus, he decided to undermine Garibaldi and his men covertly. He attempted to annex Sicily to Piedmont after the fall of Palermo, but failed. After the fall of Naples, Cavour was more successful, as he managed to convince Garibaldi to hold a plebiscite on whether to accept the Savoy Monarchy. The measure passed overwhelmingly, although apparently the ballot was severely rigged, as Sicily voted 432,053 in favor and only 667 against. 
[127]


In the early fall of 1860, the only “unliberated” parts of Italy were the Papal States and the Veneto, and Cavour knew he had to get to them before Garibaldi. Garibaldi was already prepared to march on Rome when Cavour sent the Piedmontese army into the Papal States and then south to Naples to meet up with Garibaldi in October of that year.
[128]
 Garibaldi, true to his word, handed over his rule of the south to King Vittorio Emmanuele II with a handshake at the town of Teano. Italy had been made.
[129]
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A painting depicting the meeting between Garibaldi and the king

In the years following the unification, the newly formed Italian government primarily focused its attention on the more industrialized north and the new capital of Rome, and it did little to actually help people in the south. In fact, Naples did not enjoy the same demographic boom as other major metropolitan areas in Italy. In the remaining 40 years of the century, it increased by a scant 26%, compared to other Italian cities that grew at double, triple, or quadruple that rate.
[130]


Naples shouted for attention, however, when it was hit with a major cholera epidemic.
[131]
 Although its population growth had stagnated, by 1884 Naples was the largest city in Europe. It had a population of almost half a million people, all crammed into an urban center that was a mere eight square kilometers and dealing with living conditions that were staggeringly poor. When public officials tried to bring the epidemic under control, they were caught off guard by how poorly prepared they were. Italy’s leading politician at the time, Agostino Depretis, actually argued for gutting the city in a famous declaration that led to a series of protests from southern intellectuals. In the end, the city weathered the epidemic, only to suffer more epidemics in 1910 and 1911.
[132]


While the cholera epidemic did nothing to help Naples’ reputation, even before the great cholera epidemic actually hit, Naples had already acquired a reputation for its nasty odors and peculiar tasting water, such that tourists often avoided the city. Many northern Europeans believed that Europe ended with Rome and that anything south of Rome was actually Africa.
[133]
 When they did choose to visit Naples, they claimed to stay only long enough to see the required ancient sights, and during their stay they would only drink wine and spend most of the time covering their noses.

Of course, the Neapolitans were not ignorant or happy about their city’s reputation. One public figure, Alderman Vincenzo Pizzuti, complained in 1873 that the press described the Neapolitans as if they were “semi-barbarian Africans.”
[134]
 In an early edition, the famous Baedeker’s
 guidebook urges special precautions to English people visiting southern Italy, warning them that they are likely to be cheated financially by the wily people when bargaining for souvenirs, especially if they do not speak any Italian.
[135]


Another famous pair of visitors, the renowned German philosopher Walter Benjamin and his companion, Asja Lacis, were more complimentary when they arrived in 1923 and penned a short essay about the experience.
[136]
 They reveled in the city’s picturesque elements, with its tradition of Greek costumes and deep-rooted superstitions. They famously described the city as “porous,” referring first to the porosity of the volcanic material used in so many buildings in the city. They also used porosity to refer to the blending of cultures that can be found throughout, including Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Arab, Norman, French and Spanish influences. Finally, they mentioned the porosity of life in Naples, as the tight spaces forced bodies into close proximity, and the warm temperatures and poor living conditions pushed much of daily life into the outdoors.
[137]


When Italy entered the Second World War, Naples was still a site of tourism, but it would soon be the site of an invasion. Fascist Italy entered the war on the side of the Axis, but after a series of devastating defeats in North Africa, Greece, and France, and faced with the Allies’ landing in Sicily, Italy finally deposed Mussolini and signed an armistice with the Allies in September 1943. Less than a month later, the Allies had reached Naples after a four-day popular revolution had already succeeded in expelling the Germans.
[138]


When the Allies entered to find cheering Neapolitans, they also found a city so beaten down that it defied description. There was no clean water and the fleeing Germans had left time bombs in major buildings that continued to take lives all the way into October. There were extreme food shortages, but there was also a prohibition against fishing in order to keep the waters clear for military personnel. Naples’ famous port had been bombed beyond recognition, as had its train lines, in order to disrupt possible movement.
[139]
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An aerial photo of Naples being bombed

Soon after the October 1943 liberation, Italy declared war with Germany, but even afterwards, the Allies refused to acknowledge the Italians as full allies, granting them the ambivalent status of co-belligerent. The troops’ attitude to the civilians was similarly ambivalent, so while some struck up friendships and working relationships, there was an attitude of mutual distrust. Furthermore, the Italian lire had been severely devalued because of the war, and the abrupt, unregulated arrival of the dollar in the depressed city caused a spiral of inflation that made the cost of living untenable for anyone seeking to earn a living honestly. Prostitution and the black market started to flourish, and the Allies were only too quick to point to the Neapolitans’ bad character as an explanation, even as there is ample evidence to suggest that the Allies encouraged the illegal behavior. Epidemics of syphilis and typhoid sprang up, and the Allies tried in vain to prevent any contact, sexual or otherwise, between the soldiers and the civilians, even going so far as to mark seedier parts of the town off limits to troops.
[140]


As the troops continued their long journey northwards, Naples became a main base for the Allies and, thus, a place where troops would go on leave. The military actively encouraged the soldiers to take advantage of Naples’ status as a tourist destination, despite the devastation of war and warnings about getting scammed by the untrustworthy locals.
[141]
 Naples became a true cultural melting pot once again, and the atmosphere was highly charged, as countless memoirs of the period recount.

Several of the officers stationed in Naples actually wrote literary accounts based on their time in the city, including the American novelist John Horne Burns (The Gallery
), the British travel writer Norman Lewis (Naples ’44
) and the Italian intellectual Curzio Malaparte (The Skin
). Together, these three books, along with several films such as Roberto Rossellini’s neorealist classic Paisà,
 left a powerful cultural legacy of what those intense months of cultural encounters were like (at least from a privileged officer’s perspective).
[142]
 Their intensity brought global attention to the city, reinforcing the age old stereotype of its tumultuous nature.

Today, Naples continues to demand attention for many reasons. Its streets are crowded and noisy, and its buildings are tall. Its many churches are richly adorned, and its environment is stunningly beautiful, featuring countless ruins of antiquity, exquisite coastline, magnificently verdant islands, and a fiery volcano hovering in the backdrop, always threatening to change the course of history once again.
[143]
 One can only hope to understand what has been called the “mysterious metropolis”
[144]
 by looking back at its history.

The natural environment of Naples is certainly responsible for this skewed history, at least in part. The warm weather coupled with the sweet and spicy food has been seen as a determinant of the people’s passionate, even irrational behavior. No doubt the Camorra (and its exaggerated cinematic representation) has played its part, too, in spreading the reputation of Naples as a place of chaos. Some of it is certainly deserved, as evidenced by the garbage crisis of the early 21st
 century, during which the Camorra effectively impeded trash collection in the city and all but turned Naples into an open air garbage dump. The presence of Europe’s only mainland volcano has also increased the city’s notoriety, as artists and writers have looked at this dangerous, exciting, unpredictable volcano as a symbol of the city of Naples.
[145]
 Symbolism aside, Vesuvius does rightly elicit the need for concern because it has not erupted since 1944 and is long overdue.
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For half a millennium now, the history of Naples has been the subject of intense debate, with more questions than answers. One of the recurrent themes that unites these debates is the question of foreign influence on the city. For example, historians struggle to explain the fact that Naples and its people, known for their faithfulness, let themselves be ruled by so many different foreigners. Debates continue over whether the Spanish, Austrians, and Bourbons were forces for good or bad, and whether the refusal to accept Napoleonic reform damned the city to “backwardness.”

Above all, the various influences and history leaves people asking what “Neapolitan” actually means.
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