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    Born in Formia (LT) and originally from Itri Marisa de Spagnolis is a famous archaeologist, an official at the Ministry of Heritage and Culture, the author of over one hundred publications relating to her work in the Campania and Lazio regions. For her exceptional discoveries Marisa de Spagnolis has been invited to give lectures in Italy, Israel, Greece, and the United States.




    Ms. de Spagnolis began her career at the Superintendence for Archaeological Heritage of Rome. In 1987 she then moved to Pompeii and began working at the Superintendence for Archaeological Heritage of Salerno, as the Director of the Office of Excavations for Nocera and Sarno.




    She remained in the territory of Nocera - Sarno Scafati for ten years during which time there came to light numerous archaeological discoveries. Among which was the discovery of 540 prehistoric tombs in the Valley of the Sarno (comprised chronologically from the second half of the ninth century BC onto the sixth century AD.), In Nocera Superiore tombs from the V BC the V AD (among these Hellenistic tombs documenting the Homeric myth of Dionysos and the Tyrrhenian pirates, the funerary monument of a sutor from 1 AD) Hebrew inscriptions (which document the existence of a synagogue), the monumental Roman necropolis of the first century BC in loc. Pizzone, (with the tombs of Numisii, of Lutatii Cornelii); Nocera Inferiore the archaeological site of Piazza del Corso. At Scafati were unearthed numerous villas constituting the eastern suburb of Pompeii, buried by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD, some of which have been explored (Villa Popidi Narcissi Maioris, Vesuvio Villa, Villa Cascone Sorrentino etc.) Funerary monuments including the monument to Gens Decia and the tomb of the most important Pompeian family at the time of Nero: the Lucrezi Valenti Almost all of the excavations carried out have been the subject of scientific publications. The story of the archaeological discoveries made during ten years of intensive excavations that took place among numerous difficulties is told in the book, “Ten years in Pompeii and the Sarno Valley.”




    In 1997 she returned to Rome, where she was entrusted important excavations in the Province of Rome (discovery of the imperial villa of Cesare and Massenzio in San Cesareo) and also that of the province of Latina (where she dated the walls of the Porta Maggiore Norba and discovered the sanctuary of Hercules in Itri). From 2010 to 2012, she is given the direction of one of the most important museums in Italy: the Sperlonga National Archaeological Museum, where she organized numerous events and exhibitions and where, in the summer of 2012, she made the exceptional discovery of the remains of a Neanderthal man.




    In 2014 with the book Mefitis and lucus Iunonis, she reveals the mysterious identity of the goddess of the springs of the Sarno.




  




  



    To Maria, my daughter 




    There is only one way to live long: that is to fill one’s life.




    Lucio Anneo Seneca, de Consolatione, XIX, 5 




    (uno modo multum est quod vivimus: si satis est)




  




  



    Preface




    This book is the English edition of “Con il Vesuvio sotto i piedi; le avventure di una archeologa vissuta negli scavi di Pompei”, in which I recount the story of my experiences as an archaeologist on the frontlines in a difficult territory rife with Camorra activity and the unique experience and emotions of having lived for ten years in the excavations of Pompeii.




    The incentive for the realization of this edition in English I owe to my friend Dr. Helmut Engelhardt, a great lover and expert of archaeology, to whom I express my gratitude.




    The greatest fortune for any archaeologist is undoubtedly to live in Pompeii, the city buried by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD, which was so sudden and unexpected that panic seized the inhabitants. In the words of Pliny the Younger he tells us of the event, “The majority had formed the conviction that the gods no longer existed and that night would be eternal and the last one for the world.”




    The lapilli, ash and lava have preserved the evidence of daily life, making it possible to recreate the stories and micro-stories, arts and crafts that made the towns affected by the eruption so unique. Pompeii is the most important archaeological heritage of Italy.




    Destiny offered me the unique experience that only an archaeologist can imagine, to live inside the archaeological site of Pompeii itself and to work in an area that has unexpectedly revealed a veritable treasure trove of archaeological discoveries.




    Structures and finds buried thanks to the eruption of Vesuvius of which they owed their destruction took on new life and told their story. Vesuvius had been responsible for their deaths but also of their revival.




    As if from a Pandora’s Box day after day I pulled from the ground thousands of artifacts that allowed me to put together the pieces of a puzzle that changed the history of the area.




    With this book, I want to relate what went on behind the scenes of my most important archaeological discoveries in the territory of Pompeii, Nocera, Sarno and to share the emotions of the life of a woman – archaeologist.




     




  




  



    Chapter I - First time in Pompeii




    My love of archaeology and my interest in the past have accompanied me throughout my life. This passion began to stir in me the first time I saw Pompeii, the legendary city located in the Campania region of southern Italy which was buried by the dramatic eruption of 79 AD. The account of Pliny the Younger details the final moments of Pompeii’s inhabitants, who had ignored the fact that Vesuvius was actually an active volcano.




    It was 1964, I was fourteen years old. My father had organized a trip to Pompeii to visit a cousin of mine, an archaeologist who worked and actually lived inside the excavation site and who at the time was unknown to me. His name was Doctor Pietro Soprano; he was a scholar and a man of great moral stature who collaborated with the great archaeologist Amedeo Maiuri.




    I remember everything about that day. We left Itri, on the Southern border of Lazio, very early in the morning and reached the highway exit for Pompeii through which we arrived, along with other cars, directly into a square packed with a colourful and noisy crowd. Rows of stands flooded with fake archaeological finds, corals, sculptures of all kinds and colourful books reduced that wide area into a narrow street that suddenly stopped in front of a large closed gate.




    Our car, and that of our friends, the D’Ursos, finally came to a stop. Beyond the gate we could see a tree-lined avenue that seemed to stretch through an unusually silent area. The custodian asked us about our intended destination and my father explained to him that we were expected by Pietro Soprano. The gate was opened, allowing us access to an area of Pompeii that was normally closed to the public. We slowly drove down the avenue, on the right of which was a vast pinewood forest.




    Suddenly, as in a dream, Pompeii appeared as a silhouette atop a hill, its high walls stretching through space. The ancient city seemed to have been preserved perfectly. The stone houses were facing downhill. Lit by the sun, windows projected a net of black holes on the facades of the buildings. I found myself thinking that it was strange not to see anybody looking out of those windows. I imagined the empty forms of the living wandering through the houses trying to avoid my gaze.
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      View of the gladiator’s gym of Pompeii with the house where the author used to live on the background.




    




    The avenue eventually led to a wide and unpaved clearing on whose sides were the archaeological area and several humble houses. We got out of the cars and walked into the entrance hall of an ivy-covered building dating from the 19th century. The building gave an impression of decay. Inside its hall, however, a mosaic read “Havetis intro”, which was a good omen. From the entrance hall we reached a wide but unkempt garden. On the left we entered a door and climbed up two flights of stairs. All along the stairwell were displayed fragments of ancient marbles which alternated with intricate cobwebs.




    We found ourselves on a narrow balcony overlooking the garden below, and through an open door we entered my uncle’s house. He and his family had been waiting for our arrival. They welcomed us warmly and, having exchanged greetings, my uncle began talking to my parents. Seated on an old, dark sofa, I was instead attracted by the ancient city, which I was able to see by looking from a small balcony that embraced a large portion of the excavation site from above.




    The colony of houses, made uniform in colour by the passing of time, looked like a pyramid on the slope of the hill. The majority of the houses did not have roofs; and the vines clinging to the walls seemed to be the only thing holding them up. A few others had red-tile roofs. The massive theatre and odeion dominated the base of the hill while the line of roof tops was towered over by a Bourbon-era building that housed the excavation superintendents of the time, the so-called “Eagle’s Lodge”. Further ahead in the distance, majestic Vesuvius towered over the city, source of both life and ultimate destruction.




    A road paved with black stones went up straight and steep toward the top of the hill where Pompeii stood. The vision was so evocative that I could almost hear the noise of carriages entering the city. My uncle Pietro had heard with some scepticism about my burgeoning interest in archaeology. He looked me and smiled. “It’s a long road”, he said, and gave me a book on art history. He then offered to guide us through the archaeological site and beyond. Accompanying me, my parents, my little sister Brunella and our friend Angelo D’Urso along with his parents, there was also a second and exceptional little guide, our 12-year old cousin Franco. His interest and deep knowledge of the ancient city did not prevent him from choosing, once he became an adult, the second Pompeii, that of the Sanctuary.




    Franco Soprano was a young boy back then. He knew everything about the ancient city, or at least that was my impression. I would just stand there and listen to him with my mouth wide open, even though I couldn’t understand everything he said. The houses, temples and fountains seemed to absorb every voice and sound around me, making way for imagination.




    Excavations were taking place, but I can’t remember now exactly which. Franco guided us into what appeared to be a wide excavation, a huge hole that, despite its relatively low depth, took us two thousand years back in time. Upon setting foot on that ground that had been left untouched for millennia, I immediately felt like I was crossing an imaginary threshold: the world above my head suddenly disappeared and, just like the unfortunate people of Pompeii, I found myself buried under a large mass of white pumice.




    From that day onward, I have always believed that the direct vision of Pompeii’s stratigraphy is fundamental in gaining a good understanding of the tragedy that befell the city in August of 79 AD. Sadly, millions of visitors today are deprived of this important aspect of the site’s history.




    From there we continued our tour of the dead city. The plaster casts, shadows of ancient humans whose lives had come to an abrupt and violent end, gave testimony to the tragedy and perpetuated its memory. The Villa of Mysteries, with its famed frescoes of “megalographia” representing the ancient rituals of Dionysian Mysteries, ended our tour. On the way back, having passed through the Herculaneum Gate, we walked along the Street of Tombs among rows of white funereal monuments in perfect order. The tombs did not seem dark or dismal, though; vibrant and unreal, they were a testimony to lives long spent. I found myself looking at the grass, so full of life that grew around the stones. In the sun’s brilliance, I was literally dazzled.




    That was a day I’ll never forget. The discovery of the ancient city had surpassed even my child’s imagination; I felt that archaeology was my destiny. Working in Pompeii was the dream of any archaeologist… little did I know what fate had in store for me. 




    I met my uncle only once more before his death at fifty years old, in Itri, my hometown and his. I remember thinking about the book he had given to me. Twenty years later, I would live in the same house as he had in Pompeii.




    The future I dreamed of was taking shape…




  




  



    Chapter II – Arrival in Pompeii




    After graduating, I started working for the Superintendence of Archaeological Heritage of Rome. My assigned area was the historic centre. I was enthusiastic about the job, and every day brought new emotions and surprises. In those days, I was confident I’d never leave Rome: I considered her then, and still do my city of choice. This belief was strengthened by my marriage to an archaeologist, Baldassarre Conticello, and the birth of my daughter Maria.




    In October 1984, while we were in Greece, I received an unexpected call: my husband had been nominated Archaeological Superintendent of Pompeii. That was an unpleasant surprise, as my husband did not want the position. Obtorto collo, on November 12, 1984 he started service at the newly established Superintendence of Pompeii, which had become independent from those of Naples and Caserta three years earlier.




    It felt like a cruel joke. My husband, from Palermo originally, had adopted Rome as his hometown. He had never looked kindly upon the Neapolitan world, but in spite of his reservations, he accepted. The Superintendence which included several cities in the proximity of Vesuvius: Pompeii, Herculaneum, Boscoreale and Castellammare. The territory was small in size but extremely difficult to manage, partly due to the numerous custodians of the excavation site who considered the famed ancient city as their own private property, and also because of the attention the city received from the national and international press.




    To make things worse, the people of Pompeii considered the arrival of a Superintendent from Rome an unpleasant imposition. Their unconscious reaction derived from a legacy of intolerance toward any intrusion from outside the Neapolitan world. Throughout the centuries, locals and governments had come to their own understanding. The most important archaeological area in Italy, looked upon with envy by the whole world and the object of study by thousands of archaeologists, was to remain an asset to be managed with the methods and the mentality native to the place.




    This fact was further confirmed by a curious episode that took place not long after my husband’s assignment. I was in the ancient city following closely the excavation of a house led by Professor Antonio De Simone. As soon as I stepped onto the site, thirteen gold coins came to light literally under my feet. A custodian attending the excavation took my husband to one side and asked him if, in the ancient world, those gold coins would also have been circulated outside of Pompeii. Those words perfectly reflected the mentality of many present-day Pompeians, for whom their city was the centre of the world and no other place was more important.




    Another episode seemingly insignificant and yet representative of the local mentality struck me in the early days of my frequent visits to Pompeii. One of the workers on the site approached my husband at the Avenue of the Ginestre and without notice, seized his hand and tried to kiss it. My husband pulled away swiftly and curtly. Before that moment, I had never imagined that Sicilian hand-kissing was an actual phenomenon. It was, luckily, an exaggerated act, a one-of-a-kind occurrence that still gave me reason to think. I was in a land where people paid respect to those in power.




    Power was respected and hated at once, because those who did not have it were bound to bear its burden. Therefore, those who were granted some degree of authority by their titles were almost obliged to flaunt that power, as if its existence lay only in its open display. Instead, I found myself thinking that in order to endure in that land, real power had to stay hidden.




    In contrast to being aware of their role as keepers of the most important archaeological area in Europe as well as heirs to a very ancient and illustrious history, the inhabitants of Pompeii are entirely devoid of recent history. The population clearly showed a lack of roots in the territory. In fact, the municipality of Pompeii was only established in 1928 by taking territory from the municipalities of Scafati and Torre Annunziata. Not long afterwards, I had the chance to note the difference existing between the inhabitants of Pompeii and the populations beyond the Sarno River.




    The custodians of Pompeii passed on to their successors the culture of private management of the archaeological area – a tradition that was well into its 250th year. A custodian would greet the arrival of the Superintendent or a supervisor by taking off his hat, triggering a chain of hats-off that would warn other employees on the site. The pride in their history was conveyed by a curious expression: “we have three thousand years to sell!”




    I had decided not to leave Rome. My husband would come to visit me and our daughter Maria, who was about one year old at the time, every weekend. My work in Rome’s historic centre was proving to be very rewarding. Among the several discoveries I made, perhaps the most important took place on the excavation site in Via Anicia, where I unearthed a marble fragment from the ancient map of Rome, the Forma Urbis, on which was indicated the location of the Temple of the Dioscuri in the Circus of Flaminius. We know about the temple and its odd cross-shaped structure, which had in the past been studied by Vitruvius, only through ancient sources.




    Unable to balance my career with my family life, however, I was soon obliged to leave the city and the job I loved to go and work in new, unknown areas. I had the feeling that two distinct phases of my life were being cut in half. In the end, my duty to keep my family together, along with curiosity and a spirit of adventure, prevailed on the last pockets of my psychological resistance.




    On one of my first visits to Pompeii, due to the temporary closure of the A1 highway that led directly to the city, I was obliged to access it from the north by taking route A30. This unexpected detour meant crossing, for the very first time and in the middle of the night, the plain of Sarno. I would soon be familiar with the area, but at that time the place was entirely unknown to me. 




    The roads that linked the towns were narrow, winding and rough. Towns were so close to one another that it was hard to understand where one ended and the other began. Moonlight reduced houses to cleanly cut shades that were impossible to tell one from another; darkness disoriented me. 




    All of a sudden, in the distance, I saw a light; it emanated from the bell tower of Pompeii’s Basilica, and shone like a glowing lighthouse in that desolate, dark and flat land.




    Seeing it gave me a sense of peace. From that day on, every time I saw the slender silhouette of the bell tower, I had the distinct impression of being home. 




    The former Superintendent of Pompeii had refused to return the keys of her official residence, leaving only two rooms of the eighteenth-century building for housing the new Superintendent. The rooms, which had been damaged during the earthquake of 1980, were rather small and constituted only a minor part of the larger apartment that I had visited as a young girl, back when the Soprano family used to live there. The building also carried a second adjacent apartment, which in the past had lodged famed archaeologists the like of Amedeo Maiuri and Matteo Della Corte. This second apartment was occupied by the family of Stefano De Caro, then Director of the Excavation Office of Pompeii.




    The accommodation was located in a housing complex inside the state-owned area that bordered the archaeological site. It could be accessed through the gate in Esedra Square, the same one I had walked through on my first visit in 1964, after crossing Broom Avenue, lined with pinewood. Upon passing the gate, the clamour of tourists, the shouts of street vendors, the noisy horns of cars, all of that ebullient or, as the locals would say, “vulliente” humanity so typical of Neapolitan culture, suddenly ceased. I found myself in a different landscape where the noises of the city were softened, silence sparking my imagination.




    A vast garden separated the housing complex from the modern city. Centuries-old pine trees and tall palms were intermingled with various archaeological finds and chalk busts depicting archaeologists of old, sternly posed.




    From the small balcony of my apartment I could admire the ancient city of Pompeii and, in the background, Mount Vesuvius, the dark mountain that seemed to rise toward the sky as if it were being pushed by a subterranean and invisible force whose power was easy to imagine and fear. Once covered with trees and lush vineyards, the volcano was now bare and terrible. During the day, the different gradations of light would colour the slopes of the mountain. At dawn, the volcano was dressed in pink; in the evenings, grey and blue.




    Seeing the untamed giant itself always gave me an uneasiness that contrasted with the feelings the ancient city could stir in me. It was a place from fairy tale, the physical projection of an archaeologist’s dreams. Simply looking at Pompeii would take your mind somewhere between the past and the present, the present and the past.




    Our lodge was connected to an internal telephone network wired to all the custodial stations; for this reason, we would often receive misrouted calls, even at night. Sometimes, the custodians on the night shift would come by our house at seven thirty in the morning to discuss an issue with the Superintendent. We soon understood that our privacy was compromised and that our life was under constant observation.




    I decided not to work in the areas under the Superintendence’s control because I couldn’t, and didn’t want to, work under my husband. I mused about the possibility of working for the National Museum of Naples. I had already prepared myself psychologically to move to the Superintendence of Naples when I learned that Salerno had a separate Excavation Office that comprised the cities of Nocera Superiore and the ancient Nuceria Alfaterna, only eighteen kilometres away from Pompeii.




    This coupled with the fact that my daughter Maria was still too young to be left alone led me to apply to the Superintendence of Salerno. The Superintendent offered me the supervision of the Excavation Office of Nuceria and Sarno, which covered the whole territory of the Valley of Sarno in the Province of Salerno. I accepted, naturally.




    Next to our lodge there was a lay-by overlooked by a small church dedicated to Saint Pauline and an alley which was closed by a gate. Outside the gate, the street opened onto the extremely busy and centrally located Plinio Road. The houses of excavation workers were located inside the excavation site, where the street overlooked the ancient city walls and rose above the Stabia Gate. The house of Miss Emma Vitiello, the daughter of one of the workers, was located just a bit farther from the small church of Saint Pauline.




    This closed alley was the corridor that connected the modern city and the ancient citadel. It formed a sort of small district that had a life of its own, one that did not cross over to other parts of the city. It was a world of its own, governed by rules that were well-defined, if unwritten. This place was like heaven to the children who lived there with their families, and its undisputed “Mayor” was Miss Emma.




    A little older than sixty, Miss Emma practically lived within the precinct during a great part of the year. Of average height, she was a hardy woman with a dark complexion who hid her gentle soul behind a mask of surliness. Emma lived in a four-room apartment with her elderly mother. Following her Mother’s death, she continued to live there by herself. Her sister Anna and her sweet young niece Antonella would visit her daily. Antonella, too, had a dark complexion; green eyes shone from a clean, gracious face and you could tell that Emma loved her as if she were her own daughter. Her sister and niece would buy whatever grocery items she needed and stay with her until the late afternoon. 
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