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  There have been many guides and illustrated books about the Sassi of Matera. Some are estimable products of studies and researches that describe the birth and the evolution of the unique hamlet that the Sassi of Matera represent. This handbook, on the other hand, is not so ambitious as the others, and does not offer unpublished assertions on the origins and on the history of these ancient quarters. But while reading through it, it is immediately clear what the Sassi are, what they represented in the past and what they represent today for the city of Matera. For many centuries the Sassi were the heart of the city even a city within the city, characterised by a singular urban conformation and by a social organisation both spontaneous and unrepeatable. If you understand that the peculiarity of the Sassi is mainly represented by the unity of its social relations you have captured the essence of these parts, where solidarity among people has guaranteed the survival of generation after generation. All this was thought lost after the dark years of abandon but the Materan people have managed to reestablish the links with their past. Life has returned to the old town of the Sassi impetuously. A knowledge of the past, nevertheless, is extremely important if we want to avoid a new type of decline marked by honking horns and fast food. This guide can help not only tourists but also new residents of the Sassi to appreciate what this old town is.




  Rossana Tinelli




  USEFULL INFORMATION




  Matera is located in Basilicata at 400 metres above sea level. The chief town in Basilicata region is Potenza. The word Basilicata derive from “Basileus”, meaning “Byzantine King”. The inhabitants of this region are called “Lucani” (lucaninans), which is an adjective coming from the Latin word “lucus”, meaning “wood”. Originally it was a woody area. Basilicata is the less populated region in Italy. There are about 60 inhabitants for one square metre. Matera probably takes its name from “Matheola”, whose meaning is “dug area”.




  The Sassi - The first dwellings date back to the 7th century a.C. The old town is called “Sassi” which means “stone”, because the houses are carved out of the rock. Originally only the façade of these dwellings was built up to set up a door or a window which let light and air enter in the house.




  The rock -The characteristic rock of this area, mistakenly called “tufa”, is limestone (sandstone), a sedimentary rock which has sea origins. Its exact name is “calcarenite” (calcareous stone).




  The old districts -The old districts called “Sassi” are formed by three old areas: the “Civita”, which was the first urban nucleus, located in the middle of the two rocky districts; the “Sasso Caveoso”, whose name derive from “cavea” (cave) or from “Mons-caveosus” (Montescaglioso), village situated in the south of Matera; the “Sasso Barisano”, whose name derive from Bari (since it lies in the direction of Bari) or from “Varisius”, a noble family who lived in tha quartier, or from “vorea”, a wind blowing from nord-east.




  Neighboroughoods - The “vicinato” (neighboroughoods) was formed by caves or cave - dwellings which were party dug out of the rock and partly built up. These house had a shared open courtyard at the front, where rainwater tanks were located.




  Rainwater cisterns - Rainwater cisterns could be dug within the house or outdoors, in the courtyards, and they were covered cith impermeable material called “cocciopesto”, made of rich clay. They are typical structures of the Sassi districts or the Piano area to collect rainwater since they were no springs in the old town.




  The Piano -The Piano is a flat area which developed on the top of the old districts. The Piano area was built between the 17th and 19th century and it is characterized by two storey-buildings, convents, seminaries, and Romanesque and Baroque churches. The constructions of that new area caused a social breaking with the inhabitants of the Sassi districts.




  The Murgia -The Murgia plateau is a rocky and karst area, that is located in front of the Sassi at 350/550 metres above sea level. It is characterized by gorges, caves farms and rock. hewn churches, plants and animals as well.


  The symbol of the Murgia Parc is the kestrel or “Naumanni Falco”, a little hawk which has come to Matera from Southern Africa to nest in springtime for 30 years. A regional Law established the “Parco della Murgia” in 1990. Man has lived there since the Palaeolithic period, because its territory was rich in caves and natural elements, so churches had been carved out of the rock since the Middle Ages. There are about 150 rock churches which are sometimes covered with some interesting frescoes.




  Patron saints of Matera - Santa Maria della Bruna is celebrated on 2th july. St. Eustace is celebrated on 20th September.




  MATERA, THE EVOLUTION OF A COMMUNITY


  historical background




  The old city of Matera lies on the edge of one of many river gorges that cut through the moors, almost vertically above a “gravina”, a kind of canyon through which a stream flows.


  The abundance of water and caves favoured life in this apparently hostile region. The presence of man is manifested since Palaeolithic times, as some findings in caves have shown - one above all is the so called ‘Bats cave’ - and also traces of fortified villages of the Neolithic age, situated near the city.


  Twenty thousand years of uninterrupted human habitation are enclosed in this locality unique in the whole world.


  But what has symbolised the history of the city of Matera is its character of a bridge for communications between the east and the west.


  After having been conquered by the Longobards at the end of the sixth century, Matera came under the authority of King Steward and for many years was at the centre of warring armies that devastated the town again and again thereby impoverishing it. The countryside around Matera bears the signs of years of war. The town was besieged by the Byzantines at the beginning of the seventh century, and several times plundered by the Saracens at the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh centuries. It was only with the arrival of the Normans that the town enjoyed again a period of peace and quiet, which continued under the liberal dominion of the Swabians.


  It was in this highly fascinating territory of grey limestone that, about the year 1000, religious groups, fleeing iconoclastic persecution in the East, came to find an ascetic utopia. Some itinerant groups, anchorites among them, settled on the highland moors. Above all in this countryside the monks regained the favourable atmosphere and surroundings for their spiritual needs and in the caves (once dwellings of prehistoric man) they found the right places for their religious activities. Alongside the caverns newly inhabited, the monks excavated new crypts, convents and monasteries.


  Even today you can feel the intensity of the phenomenon that occurred in and around Matera and which took root along the ravine too. The simultaneous presence of Latin and Greek communities during the period between the eighth and twelfth centuries ac-counts for the high number of rock churches (about 150) rich in frescoes, cloisters, cells and hamlets that were the product of a singular blending of different values and styles.


  Not only did the monks propound their own ascetic, cultural and political values, they also injected new life into the parts in state of abandon. The return to the agricultural and pastoral life caused a notable increase in the population. During the middle ages, however, there was little connection amoung the town, the citadel and the Sassi, which were sparsely populated (at that time), and variegated. In the two Sassi quarters, where houses were carved out or built with stones as well, little hamlets jorned together arose aroud Benedictine and Byzantine settlements.


  The first settlements of farmers and shepherds developed infact around the monasteries since they took care of the monks’ possessions.


  This fact gives rise to the opinion that the Sassi up to 1300 had a fairly low population. Nonetheless it may be conjectured that even at that time there were embryonic forms of unification, eventually becoming neighbourhoods.


  In the last years of the fifteenth century Matera was sold by King Ferdinand the Catholic to count Giancarlo Tramontano, of Neapolitan origins, who, in 1497 began the building of his castle on a hill of the same height as that of the cathedral (thirteenth century) which stood on the rise of the Civita, in order to designate the laical dominion over the town. The castle was modelled on that of the Maschio Angioino. The building was never completed since Count Tramontano was killed, apparently because he taxed the populace too heavily and he demanded the right of a feudal lord to sleep with the women under his jurisdiction on the first night after their wedding (“jus primae noctis”). A group of conspirators set a trap for him as he left the cathedral after a mass on the 29th of December 1514. Where the count was killed is called “Redemption road”.


  For many years Matera formed part of the territory of Otranto. In 1663 Matera became the seat of the direction of legal hearings up to 1806 when a Napoleonic decree made Potenza the county town of the Basilicata region, while at the same time, eversive laws of feudalism led to a transformation of the previous organisation of the territory.
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