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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Italy, introduces you to Naples, Pompeii, and the Amalfi Coast. The gritty, historic port city of Naples is arguably Italy’s wildest urban jungle, with a uniquely vibrant street life. Enjoy a pizza in its birthplace, and explore the city’s excellent Archaeological Museum. Then head into the countryside to unearth ancient history at Pompeii and Herculaneum, well-preserved Roman towns in the shadow of the steaming Mt. Vesuvius.


An hour to the south, Sorrento kicks off the gloriously scenic Amalfi Coast, where buses filled with white-knuckle tourists take turns squeezing along an impossibly narrow sea-view road. Relax in stylish Sorrento, hilly Positano, or low-key Amalfi, and side-trip to the ancient Greek temples at Paestum, or to the jet-set isle of Capri, with its otherworldly Blue Grotto.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights with ratings:


▲▲▲—Don’t miss


▲▲—Try hard to see


▲—Worthwhile if you can make it


No rating—Worth knowing about


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, and driving


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and more, plus Italian survival phrases.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Buon viaggio!
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NAPLES


Napoli


If you like Italy as far south as Rome, go farther south—it gets better. If Italy is getting on your nerves, don’t go farther. Italy intensifies as you plunge deeper. Naples is Italy in the extreme—its best (birthplace of pizza and Sophia Loren) and its worst (home of the Camorra, Naples’ “family” of organized crime).
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Neapolis (“new city”) was a thriving Greek commercial center 2,500 years ago. Today, it remains southern Italy’s leading city. Naples impresses visitors with one of Europe’s top archaeological museums (showcasing the artistic treasures of Pompeii), fascinating churches that convey the city’s unique personality and powerful devotion, an underground warren of Greek and Roman ruins, fine works of art (including pieces by Caravaggio, who lived here for a time), and evocative Nativity scenes (called presepi). Naples, of course, makes the best pizza you’ll find anywhere, and tasty pastries as well (try the crispy, ricotta-stuffed sfogliatella). But more than anything, Naples has a brash and vibrant street life—“Italy in your face” in ways both good and bad. Walking through its colorful old town is one of my favorite experiences anywhere in Europe. For a grand overlook, head to the hilltop viewpoint (San Martino) for sweeping views of the city and its bay.
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Naples—Italy’s third-largest city, with more than one million people—has almost no open spaces or parks, which makes its position as Europe’s most densely populated city plenty evident. Watching the police try to enforce traffic sanity is almost comical in Italy’s grittiest, most polluted, and most crime-ridden city. But Naples surprises the observant traveler with its impressive knack for living, eating, and raising children in its streets with good humor and decency. Overcome your fear of being run down or ripped off long enough to talk with people. Enjoy a few smiles and jokes with the man running the neighborhood tripe shop, or the woman taking her daycare class on a walk through the traffic.


The pulse of Italy throbs in Naples. Like Cairo or Mumbai, it’s appalling and captivating at the same time, the closest thing to “reality travel” that you’ll find in Western Europe. But this tangled mess still somehow manages to breathe, laugh, and sing—with a joyful Italian accent. Thanks to its reputation as a crime-ridden and dangerous place, Naples doesn’t get nearly as many tourists as it deserves. While the city has its problems, it has improved a lot in recent years. And even though it’s a bit edgy, I feel comfortable here. Naples richly rewards those who venture in.


Naples is also the springboard for a full region of sightseeing treats: Just beyond Naples are the remarkable ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum, and the brooding volcano that did them both in, Mount Vesuvius. A few more miles down the road is the pleasant resort town of Sorrento and the offshore escape isle of Capri. And plunging even farther south, you’ll reach the dramatic scenery of the Amalfi Coast.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Naples makes an ideal day trip either from Rome or from the comfortable home base of Sorrento, each just over an hour away. Or you can stow your bag at the station and see Naples in a few hours while you change trains here on the way between Rome and Sorrento. A little Naples goes a long way; if you’re not comfortable in chaotic and congested cities, think twice before spending the night here. But those who are intrigued by the city’s sights and street life enjoy overnighting in Naples.


On a quick visit, start with the Archaeological Museum (closed Tue), follow my self-guided Naples walk, and celebrate your survival with pizza. With more time, dip into more churches, go underground to see Greek and Roman ruins, trek to Capodimonte to see art treasures, or consider ascending San Martino for the view. Of course, Naples is huge. But even with limited time, if you stick to the prescribed route and grab a cab when you’re lost or tired, it’s fun. Treat yourself well in Naples; the city is cheap by Italian standards. Splurging on a sane and comfortable hotel is a worthwhile investment.


For a blitz tour from Rome, you could have breakfast on an early Rome-Naples express train (usually daily 7:35-8:45), do Naples and Pompeii in a day, and be back in Rome in time for bed. That’s exhausting, but more memorable than a fourth day in Rome.


On summer afternoons, Naples’ street life slows and many churches, museums, and shops close as the temperature soars. The city comes back to life in the early evening.


Orientation to Naples


Naples is set deep inside the large, curving Bay of Naples, with Mount Vesuvius looming just five miles away. Although Naples is a sprawling city, its fairly compact core contains the most interesting sights. The tourist’s Naples is a triangle, with its points at the Centrale train station in the east, the Archaeological Museum to the west, and the Piazza del Plebiscito (with the Royal Palace) and the port to the south. Steep hills rise above this historic core, including San Martino, capped with a mighty fortress.


TOURIST INFORMATION


Central Naples has multiple TIs, none of them particularly helpful—just grab a map and browse the brochures. There are TIs in the Centrale train station (daily 9:00-18:00, near track 23, operated by a private agency, tel. 081-268-779); by the entrance to the Galleria Umberto I shopping mall, across from Teatro di San Carlo (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun 9:00-13:00, tel. 081-402-394); and along Spaccanapoli, across from the Church of Gesù Nuovo (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun 9:00-13:00, tel. 081-551-2701). For information online, the best overall website is www.inaples.it. At www.inaples.it/eng/quinapoli.htm, you can download the PDF version of the monthly Qui Napoli booklet, which lists museum hours, events, and transportation info. A print version is occasionally available at TIs.


ARRIVAL IN NAPLES


By Train


There are several Naples train stations, but all trains coming into town stop at either Napoli Centrale or Garibaldi—which are essentially the same place, with Centrale on top of Garibaldi. Stretching in front of this station complex is the vast and gritty Piazza Garibaldi.


Centrale is the slick, modern main station. It has a small TI (near track 23), an ATM (at Banco di Napoli near track 24), a bookstore (La Feltrinelli, near track 24), and baggage check (deposito bagagli, near track 5). Pay WCs are down the stairs across from track 13. Shops and eateries are concentrated in the underground level.
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Garibaldi, at the lower level of the Centrale Station complex, is used exclusively by the Circumvesuviana commuter train (which you’ll most likely use to connect to Sorrento or Pompeii). Note that this is not the terminus for the Circumvesuviana; that’s one stop farther downtown, at the station called Porta Nolana.


Getting Downtown from the Station: Arriving at either station, the best bet for reaching most sights and hotels is either the Metro or a taxi. In the lower-level corridor (below the main Centrale hall), look for signs to Metro lines 1 and 2. Line 1 is handy for city-center stops, including the cruise port (Municipio), the main shopping drag (Toledo and Dante), and the Archaeological Museum (Museo). Line 2 is slightly quicker for reaching the Archaeological Museum (ride it to the Cavour stop and walk 5 minutes). For tips on navigating the Metro, see “Getting Around Naples,” later.


A long row of white taxis line up out front. Taxi fares are fixed and should not exceed €12 or so to downtown hotels or the Archaeological Museum. If you know the going rate (ask your hotel or the TI inside the station), you’re less likely to get overcharged.


By Ferry or Cruise Ship


Naples is a ferry hub with great boat connections to Sorrento, Capri, and other nearby destinations. Ferries use the Molo Beverello dock, while cruise ships use the nearby Stazione Marittima cruise terminal. The two docks are side by side at the port on the southeast edge of downtown Naples, near Castel Nuovo.


Whether arriving by ferry or cruise ship, you can get to the city center by taxi, tram, Metro, or on foot; the Alibus shuttle bus runs to the airport (see “By Plane,” below).


The taxi stand is in front of the port area. Figure around €12 to get to the train station or to the Archaeological Museum.


If you’re taking public transportation, a €1 single ticket covers either the tram or the Metro. You can buy tickets at any tobacco shop: there’s one (Caffè Moreno) under the canopy between the two buildings of the cruise terminal, and another (Caffè Beverello) along the busy street. Remember to validate your ticket as you board the tram or enter the Metro station.


Tram #1 stops at the busy road directly in front of the cruise terminal and heads to Piazza Garibaldi and the train station, where you can connect to trains to sights outside of town (6/hour, 15 minutes). If you’re taking the Circumvesuviana commuter line to Pompeii or Sorrento, hop off this tram a bit earlier, at Porta Nolana, where you can catch the train at its starting point.


Straight ahead across the road from the cruise terminal (on the right side of the big fortress) is Piazza Municipio, with the handy Municipio Metro stop. From here, Line 1 zips you right to the Archaeological Museum (Museo stop) or, in the opposite direction, to the train station (Garibaldi stop). Piazza Municipio may be torn up due to the excavation of ancient ruins found while digging the Metro station.


On foot, it’s a seven-minute walk—past the gigantic Castel Nuovo—to Piazza del Plebiscito and the old city center. From Piazza del Plebiscito, you could do a truncated version of my self-guided walk (begin near the end of “Part 2,” do that stretch backward up the hill, then launch right into “Part 3”).




Planning Your Time in the Region


On a quick trip, give the entire area—including Sorrento and Naples—a minimum of three days. If you use Sorrento as your sunny springboard (see Sorrento chapter), you can spend a day in Naples, a day exploring the Amalfi Coast, and a day split between Pompeii and the town of Sorrento. While Paestum (Greek temples), Mount Vesuvius, Herculaneum (an ancient Roman site like Pompeii), and the island of Capri are decent destinations, they are worthwhile only if you have more time. For a map, see here.


The Campania ArteCard regional pass may save you a few euros if you’re here for two or three days, using public transportation, and plan to visit multiple major sights (including Pompeii, Herculaneum, Paestum, Naples’ Archaeological Museum, and several other museums in Naples). There are three versions of the card: The three-day, €32 Tutta la Regione version is good if you’ll be visiting both Naples and Sorrento; it includes free entry to two sights (plus a 50 percent discount off others) and transportation within Naples, on the Circumvesuviana train, and on Amalfi Coast buses. A seven-day, €34 Tutta la Regione option covers five sights (and discounts on the others) but no transportation. If you’re focusing on Naples, the three-day, €21 Napoli-only version covers local transportation and three city sights, plus discounts on the others (but does not cover the outlying ancient sites). You can buy the card at some Naples TIs and at participating sights (cards activate on first use, expire 3 days later at midnight, www.campaniartecard.it).





By Plane


Naples International Airport (a.k.a. Capodichino, code: NAP) is located a few miles outside of town (tel. 081-789-6111 for operator, tel. 848-888-777 for info, handy info desk just outside baggage claim, www.gesac.it). Alibus shuttle buses zip you from the airport to Naples’ Centrale train station/Piazza Garibaldi in 15 minutes, and then head to the port/Piazza Municipio for boats to Capri and Sorrento (buses run daily 6:30-24:00, 3/hour, less frequent early and late, 30 minutes to the port, €3 ticket from a tobacco shop or €4 on board, stops at train station and port only). Taxi prices from the airport are fixed at generally less than €20 to most downtown hotels; insist that the driver abide by this fixed rate.


To reach Sorrento from Naples Airport, take the direct Curreri bus. A taxi to Sorrento costs about €100.


HELPFUL HINTS


Theft Alert: While most travelers visit Naples completely safely, err on the side of caution. Don’t venture into neighborhoods that make you uncomfortable. The areas close to the train station are especially seedy. Walk with confidence, as if you know where you’re going and what you’re doing. Touristy Spaccanapoli and the posh Via Toledo shopping boulevard are more upscale, but you’ll still see rowdy kids and panhandlers. Assume able-bodied beggars are thieves.


Stick to busy streets and beware of gangs of hoodlums. A third of the city is unemployed, and past local governments have set an example that the Mafia would be proud of. Assume con artists are more clever than you. Any jostle or commotion is probably a thief-team smokescreen. To keep bags safe, it’s probably best to leave them at your hotel or at the left-luggage office in Centrale Station.


Always walk on the sidewalk (even if the locals don’t) and carry your bag on the side away from the street—thieves on scooters have been known to snatch bags as they swoop by. The less you have dangling from you (including cameras and necklaces), the better. Keep valuables buttoned up.


Perhaps your biggest risk of theft is while catching or riding the Circumvesuviana commuter train. At the train station, carry your own bags—there are no official porters. If you’re connecting from a long-distance express, you’ll be going from a relatively secure compartment into an often crowded and dingy train, where disoriented tourists with luggage delicately mix with the residents of Naples’ most down-and-out districts. It’s prime hunting ground for thieves. While I ride the Circumvesuviana comfortably and safely, each year I hear of many travelers who get ripped off on this ride. You won’t be mugged—but you may be conned or pickpocketed. Be ready for this very common trick: A team of thieves blocks the door at a stop, pretending it’s stuck. While everyone rushes to try to open it, an accomplice picks their pockets. Especially late at night, the Circumvesuviana train is plagued by intimidating ruffians. For maximum safety and peace of mind, sit in the front car, where the driver will double as your protector, and avoid riding it after dark.


Traffic Safety: In Naples, red lights are discretionary, and pedestrians need to be wary, particularly of motor scooters. Even on “pedestrian” streets, stay alert to avoid being sideswiped by scooters that nudge their way through the crowds. Keep children close. Smart tourists jaywalk in the shadow of bold locals, who generally ignore crosswalks. Wait for a break in traffic, cross with confidence, and make eye contact with approaching drivers. The traffic will stop.


Bookstore: La Feltrinelli, conveniently located in Centrale Station, carries a small selection of English-language books (daily 7:00-21:00, near track 24).
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Laundry: Laundry DIY, between Piazza Dante and the Archaeological Museum, will—despite its name—do your laundry for you (€8/load, Mon-Fri 8:00-19:00, Sat 8:00-13:00, closed Sun, Via Vincenzo Bellini 50, mobile 339-318-0876).


GETTING AROUND NAPLES


Naples’ entire public transportation system—Metro, buses, funicular railways, and the single tram line—uses the same tickets, which must be stamped as you enter (in the yellow machines). A €1 single ticket (corsa singola) covers any ride on one mode of transportation (bus, tram, funicular, or Metro line 1), with no transfers; Metro line 2 has its own €1.20 version. If you need to transfer, buy the €1.50 90 minuti ticket. Tickets are sold at tabacchi stores, some newsstands, and occasionally at station windows; Metro stations have clunky coin-op machines. A giornaliero day pass costs €3.50 and pays for itself with three rides, but can be hard to find; many tabacchi stores don’t sell them. Several versions of the Campania ArteCard include free public transport in Naples, but the card doesn’t work in the subway and funicular turnstiles; you’ll have to show it to the staff, who will open the gate for you. For general information, maps, and fares in English, visit www.unicocampania.it. For schedules, your only option is the Italian-only site www.anm.it.




Mondo Guide’s Tours of Pompeii, Naples, the Amalfi Coast, and Capri for My Readers


Mondo Guide, a big Naples-based company, offers “shared tours” for Rick Steves readers. These allow you the luxury of a private, professional guide at a fraction of the usual cost, because you’ll be sharing the expense with other travelers using this book. Their tours, which run from April through October, include Pompeii, a walking tour of Naples, and two longer-distance trips from Sorrento: an Amalfi Coast van tour and a private boat to the Isle of Capri. They also offer shore excursions for cruise passengers arriving in Naples or Salerno. I don’t receive a cut from the tours; I set this up with Mondo Guide to help my readers have the most economical experience in this region.


Reservations are required. For specifics and to sign up, see their website, www.mondoguide.com, and select the “Shared Tours for Rick Steves” tab (Mondo tel. 081-751-3290, mobile 340-460-5254, info@mondoguide.com). On the website, use your credit-card number to reserve a spot. You’ll then pay cash for the tour. If you must cancel, email them more than three days in advance or you’ll be billed.


Each tour requires a minimum of six participants. You’ll be sent an email confirmation as soon as it’s sure your tour will run. If there’s not enough demand to justify the trip, they’ll notify you three days before the departure date (giving you time to come up with an alternative plan). Confirmed departures are continually updated on the website.


Here’s a brief description of the tours:


Pompeii Tour: This two-hour guided walk brings to life the ruins of the excavated city (€15, doesn’t include €11 Pompeii entry but your guide will collect money and buy tickets, daily at 10:30; meet at Hotel/Ristorante Suisse, a 5-minute walk from the train station—exiting the station, turn right, pass the Porta Marina entrance, and continue down the hill to the restaurant, on the right).


Historic Naples Walk: Naples is a challenge to enjoy and understand; on this three-hour walk, a local Neapolitan guide helps you uncover the true character of the city (€25; daily at 15:00; meet at the steps of the Archaeological Museum—you can do the museum on your own before joining your guide).


Full-Day Amalfi Coast Minibus Tour from Sorrento: The Amalfi Coast can be complicated and time-consuming to visit on your own, making a shared eight-seat van the simplest and most affordable way to enjoy the sights. This nine-hour trip will save time and money and maximize your experience. It begins in Sorrento and heads south for the breathtaking (and lightly narrated) drive, several photo stops, and an hour or two on your own in each of the three main towns—Positano, Amalfi, and Ravello—before returning to Sorrento. Lunch isn’t included; to save time for exploring, just grab a quick lunch in one of the towns (€50, daily at 9:00; meet in front of Hotel Antiche Mura, at Via Fuorimura 7, a block inland from Piazza Tasso).


Full-Day Capri Boat Trip from Sorrento: To sidestep the hassles of taking public boats from Sorrento for a Capri side-trip, Mondo offers a trip to the island on a small private boat (10 people maximum), which includes an early visit to the Blue Grotto sea cave when conditions allow (€13, optional) and about four hours of free time to explore the island on your own. After your time on land, the boat takes you on a lightly narrated trip around the island with drinks, snacks, and a chance to swim if the weather cooperates (€80, daily at 8:00, pickup at hotel, may be cancelled in case of bad weather).


Shore Excursions from Naples or Salerno: If you’re arriving on a cruise ship at the port of Naples or the port of Salerno, Mondo Guide offers an all-day itinerary that combines three big sights in the region: a guided visit to Pompeii with an hour or two of free time each in Sorrento and Positano (€65/person). For details, see their website.





By Metro: Naples’ subway, the Metropolitana, has three main lines (linea). Station entrances and signs to the Metro are marked by a red square with a white M.


Line 1 has several new stations that are very useful for tourists. From the Museo stop (Archaeological Museum), line 1 heads to Dante (at Piazza Dante, between the museum and Spaccanapoli), Toledo (south end of Via Toledo, near Piazza del Plebiscito), Municipio (at Piazza Municipio, just above the harbor and cruise terminal), Università (the university), and Garibaldi (on Piazza Garibaldi in front of Centrale Station). Many of the new stations are huge and elaborate, designed by prominent architects; Naples is proud of its “art stations,” and locals are excited to tell you about their favorite.


Line 2 (technically part of the Italian rail system) is most useful for getting quickly from the train station to the Archaeological Museum: It runs from Centrale Station to Piazza Cavour (a 5-minute walk from the Archaeological Museum); it also stops at Montesanto (top of Spanish Quarter and Spaccanapoli street, and base of funicular up to San Martino). The new line 6 is not yet complete; it will begin at Municipio and head west—unlikely to be of much use to tourists.


By Funicular: Central Naples’ three funiculars (funicolare) carry commuters and sightseers into the hilly San Martino neighborhood just west of downtown. All three converge near Piazza Fuga, a short walk from the hilltop fortress and monastery/museum. The Centrale line runs from the Spanish Quarter, just near Piazza del Plebiscito and the Toledo Metro stop; the Montesanto line from the Montesanto Metro stop and Via Pignasecca market zone; and the Chiaia line from near the Piazza Amadeo Metro stop.


By Bus: Buses can be handy for certain trips, such as getting to Capodimonte. But buses are crowded and poorly signed, and aren’t a user-friendly option for uninitiated newcomers.


By Tram: Tram line #1 runs along Corso Garibaldi (at the other end of the big square from Centrale Station) and down to the waterfront, terminating by the ferry and cruise terminals (direction: Stazione Marittima). It’s useful if you’re connecting from boat to train, or returning to the port after finishing my self-guided walk.


By Taxi: Taxi drivers in Naples are notorious for overcharging. A short ride in town should cost €10-12. Ask for the tariffa predeterminata (a fixed rate). Your hotel or a TI can tell you what a given ride should cost. There are some legitimate extra charges (baggage fees, €2.50 supplement after 22:00 or all day Sun and holidays). Radio Taxi 8888 is one reputable company (tel. 081-8888).


Tours in Naples


Local Guides


Pina Esposito has a Ph.D. in ancient archaeology and art and does fine private walking and driving tours of Naples and the region (Pompeii, Capri, the Amalfi Coast, etc.), including Naples’ Archaeological Museum (€60/hour, 2-hour minimum, 10 percent off with this book, mobile 338-763-4224, giuseppina.esposito20@istruzione.it).


The team at Mondo Guide offers private tours of the Archaeological Museum (€120/2 hours) and city (€240/4 hours), and can provide guides or drivers throughout the region (tel. 081-751-3290, www.mondoguide.com, info@mondoguide.com).



Walking Tours



Mondo Guide offers my readers special shared tours of Naples and of Pompeii, as well as other trips in the region. For details, see the sidebar.


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


CitySightseeing Napoli tour buses make three different hop-on, hop-off loops through the city. Only one of these—the red line, which loops around the historical center and stops at the Archaeological Museum and Capodimonte—is particularly helpful. The bus route will give you a sense of greater Naples that this chapter largely ignores (€22, ticket valid 24 hours, infrequent departures, buy from driver or from kiosk at Piazza Municipio in front of Castel Nuovo near the port, scant recorded narration; for details, see the brochure at hotels and TI, tel. 081-551-7279, www.napoli.city-sightseeing.it). The same company offers another route, traversing the historical center in an open-top minibus (€7, €25 combo-ticket with the main route, 40-minute loop, departs in front of the Church of Gesù Nuovo).


Cruise-Ship Excursions


Mondo Guide offers shared shore excursions for my readers. For details, see the sidebar.


Convenient for cruise-ship passengers, the Can’t Be Missed tour company takes you from the port of Naples (or the port of Sorrento) on an all-day, big-bus trip along the Amalfi Coast that also includes a stop in Sorrento and a guided tour of Pompeii (€65, meet at 8:00 in front of port, bus leaves at 8:30, returns at 17:00, Pompeii ticket extra, mobile 329-129-8182, www.cantbemissedtours.com, 10 percent discount with this book—use promo code “RICKSTEVES” on their website).


Archaeological Museum Tour


Naples’ Archaeological Museum (Museo Archeologico), worth ▲▲▲, offers the best possible peek at the art and decorations of Pompeii and Herculaneum, the two ancient burgs that were buried in ash by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in A.D. 79. For lovers of antiquity, this museum alone makes Naples a worthwhile stop. When Pompeii was excavated in the late 1700s, Naples’ Bourbon king bellowed, “Bring me the best of what you find!” The finest art and artifacts ended up here, and today, the ancient sites themselves are impressive but barren.
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Orientation



Cost and Hours: €8, sometimes more for temporary exhibits, free first Sun of the month, Wed-Mon 9:00-19:30, closed Tue. Early and temporary closures are noted on a board near the ticket office. In July and August, expect many rooms to be closed due to lack of staff.


Getting There: To take the Metro (Metropolitana) from Centrale Station, follow the signs to the Garibaldi subway station (down the stairs in front of track 13). Buy a single transit ticket at the newsstand or a tobacco shop (unless you’re getting a pass), and validate it in the small yellow boxes near the escalator going down to the tracks. You’re looking for line 2 (Linea 2) trains heading in the direction of Pozzuoli (generally depart from track 4). Ride one stop to Cavour. Walk five minutes uphill through the park along the busy street. Look for a grand old red building located up a flight of stairs at the top of the block.


If taking the Metro back to Centrale Station, it’s faster to catch a train in the Cavour station, rather than at the connected Museo stop (which is on a different line).


Figure on €12 for a taxi from the train station to the museum.


Information: The shop sells a worthwhile National Archaeological Museum of Naples guidebook for €12. Tel. 081-442-2149.


Tours: My self-guided tour (below) covers all the basics. For more detail, the decent audioguide costs €5 (at ticket desk). For a guided tour, book Pina Esposito (see “Tours in Naples,” earlier).


Baggage Check: Bag check is obligatory and free.


Photography: Photos are allowed without a flash.


Eating: The museum has no café, but vending machines sell drinks and snacks at reasonable prices. There are several good places to grab a meal within a few blocks.
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Overview


Entering the museum, stand at the base of the grand staircase. To your right, on the ground floor, are the larger-than-life statues of the Farnese Collection, starring the Toro Farnese and the Farnese Hercules. Up the stairs on the mezzanine level are mosaics and frescoes from Pompeii, including the Secret Room of erotic art. On the top floor are more frescoes, a scale model of Pompeii, and bronze statues from Herculaneum. WCs are behind the staircase.


• From the base of the grand staircase, turn right through the door marked Collezione Farnese and head to the far end—walking through a rich collection of idealistic and realistic ancient portrait busts—to reach the farthest room (Sala XIII).


Ground Floor: The Farnese Collection


The museum’s ground floor alone has enough Greek and Roman art to put it on the map. This floor has nothing from Pompeii; its highlight is the Farnese Collection, a grand hall of huge, bright, and wonderfully restored statues excavated from Rome’s Baths of Caracalla. Peruse the larger-than-life statues filling the hall. They were dug up in the 1540s at the behest of Alessandro Farnese (by then Pope Paul III) while he was building the family palace on the Campo dei Fiori in Rome. His main purpose in excavating the baths was to scavenge quality building stone. The sculptures were a nice extra and helped the palace come in under budget on decorations. In the 1700s, the collection ended up in the hands of Charles, the Bourbon king of Naples (whose mother was a Farnese). His son, the next king, had it brought to Naples.


• Quick—look down to the left end of the hall. There’s a woman being tied to a snorting bull.


The tangled Toro Farnese tells a thrilling Greek myth. At 13 feet, it’s the tallest ancient marble group ever found, and the largest intact statue from antiquity. A third-century A.D. copy of a lost bronze Hellenistic original, it was carved out of one piece of marble. Michelangelo and others “restored” it at the pope’s request—meaning that they integrated surviving bits into a new work. Panels on the wall show which pieces were actually carved by Michelangelo (in blue on the chart): the head of the woman in back, the torso of the aunt under the bull, and the dog. (Imagine how the statue would stand out if it were thoughtfully lit and not surrounded by white walls.)
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Here’s the tragic story behind the statue: Once upon an ancient Greek time, King Lycus was bewitched by Dirce. He abandoned his pregnant wife, Antiope (standing regally in the background). The single mom gave birth to twin boys. When they grew up, they killed their deadbeat dad and tied Dirce to the horns of a bull to be bashed against a mountain. Captured in marble, the action is thrilling: cape flailing, dog snarling, hooves in the air. You can almost hear the bull snorting. And in the back, Antiope oversees this harsh ancient justice with satisfaction.


At the opposite end of the hall stands the Farnese Hercules. The great Greek hero is exhausted. He leans wearily on his club (draped with his lion skin) and bows his head. He’s just finished the daunting Eleventh Labor, having traveled the world, fought men and gods, freed Prometheus from his rock, and carried Atlas’ weight of the world on his shoulders. Now he’s returned with the prize: the golden apples of the gods, which he cups behind his back. But, after all that, he’s just been told he has to return the apples and do one final labor: descend into hell itself. Oh, man.


[image: Image]


The 10-foot colossus is a third-century A.D. Roman marble copy (signed by “Glykon”) of a fourth-century B.C. Greek bronze original (probably by Lysippos). The statue was enormously famous in its day. Dozens of copies—some marble, some bronze—have been found in Roman villas and baths. This version was unearthed in Rome’s Baths of Caracalla in 1546, along with the Toro Farnese.


The Farnese Hercules was equally famous in the 16th-18th centuries. Tourists flocked to Rome to admire it, art students studied it from afar in prints, Louis XIV made a copy for Versailles, and petty nobles everywhere put small-scale knock-offs in their gardens. This curly-haired version of Hercules became the modern world’s image of the Greek hero.


• Backtrack to the main entry hall, then head up to the mezzanine level (turn left at the lion and go under the Mosaici sign).


Mezzanine: Pompeiian Mosaics and the Secret Room


Most of these mosaics—of animals, musicians, and geometric designs—were taken from Pompeii’s House of the Faun. Walk into the third room and look for the 20-inch-high statue in a freestanding glass case: the house’s delightful centerpiece, the Dancing Faun. This rare surviving Greek bronze statue (from the fourth century B.C.) is surrounded by some of the best mosaics of that age.


[image: Image]


A museum highlight, just beyond the statue, is the grand Battle of Alexander, a second-century B.C. copy of the original Greek fresco, done a century earlier. It decorated a floor in the House of the Faun and was found intact; the damage you see occurred as this treasure was moved from Pompeii to the king’s collection here. Alexander (left side of the scene, with curly hair and sideburns) is about to defeat the Persians under Darius (central figure, in chariot with turban and beard). This pivotal victory allowed Alexander to quickly overrun much of Asia (331 B.C.
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