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Introduction

Naples is a city that presses itself upon your senses—raw, aromatic, pulsing with a
frenetic beauty. To step into its streets is to step into a kaleidoscope of sound and
color: the shout of market vendors under ancient porticoes, the waft of wood-fired
dough from corner pizzerias, the glint of sunlight on peeling palazzi. But beyond the
surface chaos and cinematic appeal, Naples invites you into deeper waters; it asks you
to listen to its stories and to embrace its contradictions. Naples is, in many ways,
Italy’s most misunderstood treasure—a city both shaped and scarred by its history,
dismissed by some, loved fiercely by others, and never, ever forgotten by those who
get to know it.

For centuries, outsiders have told tales about Naples—some daunting, others
romantic, rarely the full truth. We know its reputation, both glittering and gritty:
birthplace of pizza and pulcinella, home to world-class art and music, watched over by
the ominous dome of Vesuvius, shaped by dazzling dynasties and dogged by
economic hardship. But these are only glimpses. The heart of Naples beats both louder
and subtler than the clichés would have you believe. This book seeks to move beyond
the postcards and headlines. It is an invitation to see Naples with new eyes: as an
ancient metropolis constantly reinventing itself, a patchwork of neighborhoods each as
distinct as the layers of a sfogliatella, and a living theater where daily life plays out
with ribald humor and dramatic flair.

Our journey begins beneath the city’s stone-and-mortar skin, in the past that still
shapes its present. The opening chapters trace Naples’ remarkable story: from its
inception as a Greek outpost, through the empires and kingdoms that claimed it as
their own, to its resilience in the face of occupation, war, unification, and modern
challenges. Through every era, Naples forged a unique identity, drawing strength from
diversity, adversity, and indomitable spirit.

We’'ll wander its neighborhoods, each an ecosystem unto itself: the serpentine alleys
of the Spanish Quarters, the sunlit terraces of Vomero, the sacred shadows of Sanita.
Here, ancient superstition mingles with streetwise practicality, dialects shift from
corner to corner, and daily errands become operatic events in their own right. We’'ll
savor the cuisine—for in Naples, food transcends sustenance. To eat a true pizza
Margherita, sip a short, strong espresso at the bar, or share a dish of ragu at a family
table is to taste the heart of the city itself. Along the way, artisans, chefs, musicians,
and the humble heroes of daily life will share their wisdom and wit.

Yet Naples is also a city of celebration—art and music, processions and festivals,
creativity that blooms in the most unlikely places. Its streets are a museum without
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walls; its traditions are living, breathing things. In the final chapters, we’ll turn to
Naples today—through the eyes of its people. Through stories both joyous and
heartrending, we’ll examine the humor, hope, solidarity, and stubborn resilience that
define daily life in this singular city. From football devotion and the cult of Maradona to
new waves of urban renaissance and the stubborn weeds of old problems, Naples
endures, adapts, and inspires.

Whether you’re a traveler seeking practical guidance, a lover of Mediterranean
culture, a student of history, or an armchair explorer aching for unconventional
beauty, this book is for you. As we wander, taste, listen, and learn, we’ll reveal the
most vital truth of all: that the heart of Naples is not found in monuments or museums,
but in its people—passionate, proud, creative, and unyielding. Benvenuti a Napoli. The
journey begins.
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CHAPTER ONE: In the Beginning: Greek and Roman
Naples

Before the Romans, before even the shadows of Vesuvius defined its skyline in the
way we know it today, Naples was a Greek city. Its story begins not with Roman
legions or grand imperial decrees, but with intrepid Greek seafarers seeking new
horizons and fertile lands in the western Mediterranean. As early as the 2nd
millennium BC, Greek settlements dotted the Naples area, laying the groundwork for
what would become one of the oldest continuously inhabited urban areas in the world.

Imagine the scene: an idyllic bay, sheltered by rolling hills, with a dramatic, dormant
volcano providing a majestic backdrop. This was the lure for Greek colonists. In the 8th
century BC, a significant colony named Parthenope, after a siren of Greek mythology
whose body supposedly washed ashore here, emerged on the Pizzofalcone hill. This
early settlement was founded by Greeks from Cumae, which itself was the first Greek
colony on the Italian mainland, established around the 8th century BC.

Cumae, a powerful city to the west, played a pivotal role in the region, spreading
Hellenic culture throughout Campania. As Parthenope grew, it eventually absorbed the
name of this mythical siren. However, by the 6th century BC, a new, more expansive
settlement was founded nearby, dubbed Neapolis, or "New City." This "New City"
quickly became a cornerstone of Magna Graecia, the collective term for the extensive
Greek territories and colonies that flourished in Southern Italy.

Neapolis was more than just a cluster of homes; it was a strategically important
commercial and cultural center. Its location on the Gulf of Naples positioned it as a
crucial hub between the Greek cities to the south and the emerging Etruscan and
Roman territories to the north. This made Neapolis a vital bridge, facilitating trade and
the exchange of ideas between Greek and Italic cultures.

The city’s Greek character was deeply ingrained. Neapolis had all the hallmarks of a
classical Greek polis: an acropolis, an agora (which corresponds to today's Piazza San
Gaetano), and extensive necropolises. It developed strong defensive walls by the 5th
century BC, along with an odeon, a theater, and a temple dedicated to the Dioscuri,
the city's patron gods. This vibrant Greek culture permeated every aspect of life in
Neapolis, from its language and institutions to its religious practices and customs.

The tranquility of Greek Neapolis, however, would not last forever. To the north, the

burgeoning power of Rome was expanding its influence across the Italian peninsula.
The Samnites, a formidable Italic people, also posed a threat, conquering Cumae in
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423 BC. Neapolis, though not a warlike city, found itself caught between these two
ambitious neighbors.

Initially, Rome and Neapolis maintained friendly relations, underpinned by commercial
agreements. However, as Roman ambitions grew, Neapolis found itself pressured to
cease cooperation with its powerful ally. This tension culminated in the Second
Samnite War (327-304 BC), with the Roman siege of Neapolis in 327-326 BC marking
the initial conflict.

The city of Neapolis was internally divided. While many citizens favored the Samnites,
a pro-Roman faction existed among the elite. In 327 BC, Neapolis, possibly at the
encouragement of the Samnites, began attacking Roman holdings in Campania. Rome,
predictably, was not amused. They dispatched a delegation demanding redress, but
Neapolis refused, bracing for a siege.

Four thousand Samnite soldiers and two thousand from Nola arrived to bolster
Neapolis's defenses, and the Greek city of Tarentum promised naval support. The
Roman consul Quintus Publilius Philo marched on the city, establishing a camp
between the old and new settlements. What followed was a year-long siege, a
testament to Neapolis's resilience and strong walls, which even later repelled
Hannibal's forces during the Punic Wars.

The turning point came not from direct assault, but from within. Two prominent
Neapolitan citizens, Charilaus and Nymphius, colluded with the Romans. Charilaus was
sent to the Roman camp to negotiate terms, while Nymphius shrewdly suggested to
the Samnite defenders that they use the Neapolitan fleet to raid the coast of Latium,
thereby distracting them from their defensive duties.

The Samnites, eager for action, took the bait and moved towards the harbor. With the
Samnite forces distracted, Charilaus returned, leading 3,000 Roman troops who were
quietly let past the city walls by their allies. The Romans seized the highest ground,
effectively securing the city with minimal resistance. The Samnite and Nola troops
managed to escape, though they lost most of their possessions.

In 326 BC, Neapolis officially fell to Rome. However, unlike many conquered cities,
Naples was treated with a surprising degree of leniency. Rome, recognizing the city's
cultural significance and strategic importance, granted Neapolis considerable
autonomy. The Neapolitans were allowed to retain their Greek language, institutions,
cults, rites, and customs. This decision allowed Naples to flourish as a vital port and
cultural center within the burgeoning Roman Republic.

Under Roman rule, Naples thrived. Its strategic location made it a crucial hub for trade

and military operations. Wealthy Romans were drawn to the Bay of Naples,
constructing lavish holiday villas along the coast from Misenum to the Sorrentine
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peninsula. The ruins of these opulent retreats, like the Villa Jovis on Capri belonging to
Emperor Tiberius, and the Villa Pausilypon—whose Greek name means "a pause from
care"—on the headland of Posillipo, stand as testaments to this era of leisure and
luxury.

Naples became a beloved retreat for Roman emperors and notable figures, attracting
intellectuals and artists. The city was a center of Greek culture and erudition, a "piece
of Greece in the Italian peninsula," respected and admired by the Romans who, for the
most part, sought not to suppress its Hellenistic identity.

One of the most famous residents of Roman Naples was the esteemed poet Virgil
(Publius Vergilius Maro). Born near Mantua, Virgil eventually settled near Naples,
where he composed some of his most celebrated works, including the pastoral poems
of the Bucolics. It is said that he requested his ashes be brought back to his villa just
outside Naples upon his death in 19 BC. A shrine was established in his honor, and
sacred rites were held annually on his birthday.

Virgil’s connection to Naples runs deep, even inspiring local legends. His purported
tomb, a Roman burial vault, can still be visited at the entrance to the ancient Roman
tunnel known as the Crypta Neapolitana, or grotta vecchia, in the Piedigrotta district.
Medieval legends even attributed sorcerous powers to Virgil, claiming he conjured this
impressive tunnel into existence overnight. While the tunnel was actually a feat of
Roman engineering commissioned by Octavian and Agrippa, connecting Naples to
important Roman roads, the enduring folklore speaks to the profound impact Virgil had
on the city's imagination.

Naples' role as a vital maritime power, however, began to wane slightly from 199 BC,
as its nearby rival, Puteoli, gained prominence. Despite this, Neapolis was promoted to
a Roman municipium, though it retained much of its Greek administrative traditions.

The city faced hardship during the Roman civil war of 88-82 BC, when Sulla's forces
occupied Naples and reportedly massacred many inhabitants. This conflict also cost
Naples its fleet and the island of Ischia, hindering its trade. However, with the return of
peace, Naples, resilient as ever, rebounded and flourished once more. Indeed, it
continued to be a significant cultural center.

During the Roman Empire, Naples was the only city in the Western Roman world to
host games in honor of Augustus, a testament to its strong Greek cultural ties. These
games, held every five years, attracted contestants from across the empire. Naples’
Greek essence, in fact, persisted even as Hellenism declined in other parts of Magna
Graecia and Sicily. It served as a bastion of Western Hellenism throughout the early
Roman Empire.

The enduring legacy of its Greek and Roman past is woven into the very fabric of
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Naples. As you walk through its historic center, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, you are
treading upon layers of millennia. The rectangular grid layout of the ancient Greek
foundation of Neapolis is still discernible, providing the underlying structure for much
of the present-day city. The city's extensive underground networks, including the
Catacombs of San Gennaro and San Gaudioso, served as early Christian pilgrimage
sites, built upon even older Roman and Greek foundations.

Naples, therefore, is not merely a city with a history; it is a living history book. From
the echoes of Greek philosophers in its ancient streets to the villas of Roman emperors
overlooking its sparkling bay, the initial chapters of Naples' story set the stage for the
vibrant, complex, and utterly captivating metropolis it is today.
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