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“Welcome to Naples, a city where every street is a story, every square a tangle of
history and life, and every monument, from the coast to the historic center, becomes a
gateway to centuries of art, culture, and traditions that continue to coexist in the

present.”
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MASCHIO ANGIOINO

Castel Nuovo, better known as Maschio Angioino, is a medieval
and Renaissance castle built at the request of Charles I of Anjou
in 1266, after defeating the Swabians, ascending to the throne of
Sicily, and moving the capital from Palermo to Naples.

Since the 13th century, the imposing Maschio Angioino, with its
five large cylindrical towers, has been one of the most important
and recognizable symbols of the city of Naples, thanks
especially to its strategic location in Piazza Municipio, in the
harbor area, a central hub for trade and the city’s defense.

History

Construction was entrusted to the architect Pierre de Chaulnes, who began the works in 1279 and completed them in
just five years, an astonishingly short time considering the size and complexity of the structure. Over the centuries, the
castle—now appearing as a layering of different periods—played a key role in the political and cultural life of Naples:
it hosted Charles Il of Anjou and his court and was the setting for the abdication of Pope Celestine V and the
subsequent election of Pope Boniface VIII in 1294. During the reign of Robert the Wise, it welcomed major
intellectuals such as Francesco Petrarch and Giovanni Boccaccio, and was enriched by significant artistic
contributions, including those of Giotto. With the Spanish conquest, which followed the campaigns of Charles VIII of
France, the castle gradually lost its role as a royal residence and became a military stronghold.

Structure

The current appearance of Maschio Angioino is the result of
numerous interventions and transformations carried out over the
centuries, which have created a complex structure rich in architectural
elements from different periods. The fortress is characterized by five
large cylindrical towers that define its perimeter, along with an
elaborate defensive system of bastions and moats, still visible today.
Among its most significant features stands the Triumphal Arch, built
between 1453 and 1468, which represents an important transition
from Gothic to Renaissance style and is one of the most famous
monumental entrances in Italy. Inside the castle are spaces of great
historical and artistic value: the Palatine Chapel, built in 1307 and
among the few parts still preserved in their original form, with works
attributed to Maso di Banco and sculptures by Domenico Gagini; the
Armoury Hall, which preserves archaeological finds from the Roman
era; and the Hall of the Barons, the former throne room, famous for = .

the conspiracy against Ferrante | and characterized by a striking umbrella-shaped vault. Also present are the Chapel of
the Souls in Purgatory, with Baroque decorations, and the Chapel of Saint Francis of Paola, evidence of the complex’s
later transformations.

Curiosities

Beyond its historical and architectural importance, the castle is also linked to popular traditions and legends, including
that of a crocodile said to have lived in the underground prisons, mysteriously making prisoners disappear through a
passage connected to the sea. These stories help make Maschio Angioino an even more fascinating and mysterious
place. Apart from its legendary aspects, the fortress is one of the most important symbols of the city of Naples, bearing
witness to centuries of history, political changes, and artistic developments. Today, the castle hosts cultural events and
performances, and also houses the Civic Museum and the library of the Neapolitan Society of Homeland History,
continuing to live as a cultural center and a key reference point for the city’s historical memory.
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A palace born for power

The Royal Palace of Naples was built at the beginning of the 17th century, at a time when Naples was
undergoing significant political and urban changes. The viceroy Fernando Ruiz de Castro decided to build a
new residence that would represent the power of the Spanish monarchy, entrusting the project to Domenico
Fontana. Over time, the palace did not remain the same: it passed from the viceroys to the Bourbons, who
expanded and enriched it, then to the French during the Napoleonic era, and finally to the Savoy dynasty after
the unification of Italy. Today it is no longer a royal residence, but an important cultural site that also hosts the
Biblioteca Nazionale Vittorio Emanuele I11..

The exterior and the facade

Looking at the palace from the outside, what
immediately stands out is its size and regularity. The
main fagade, about 169 meters long, overlooks Piazza
del Plebiscito and is built in a style that combines
Renaissance and Mannerism. The three floors are
organized according to the classical orders—Tuscan,
lonic, and Corinthian—creating a very harmonious
effect. Originally, the ground floor had open arcades,
but in the 18th century Luigi Vanvitelli had them closed
to make the structure more stable. Statues of the kings
of Naples were later placed in the fagade niches, further
emphasizing the link between the palace and power.

Interior spaces and courtyards
Entering the palace reveals a highly complex organization of

purposes and for representation. The Courtyard of Honour is the
most important, with arcades on all sides and a central fountain
featuring a statue of Fortune. Alongside it are the Courtyard of
the Carriages, linked to service functions, and the Courtyard of
the Belvedere, which once faced directly onto the sea and was

designed not only as a residence, but also as a place to manage
and represent power.

Life inside the palace

The Royal Apartments of the Royal Palace of Naples allow us to
imagine what life at court was like. The rooms are richly decorated in
different styles, from Baroque to Rococo and Neoclassicism, and
preserve precious furnishings such as tapestries, carpets, and
porcelain. Many works come from the Farnese and Bourbon
collections. Although some have been moved to other museums over
time, the rooms remain highly evocative. An interesting aspect is the
strict court ceremony: not everyone could freely enter the royal rooms,
as special keys were required, a sign of the importance and authority
of the sovereign

A spectacular element
Among all parts of the palace, one of the most impressive is the Grand Staircase of the Royal Palace of
Naples. After a fire in 1837, it was rebuilt by Gaetano Genovese in a Neoclassical style. It is made of
precious marble and decorated with statues representing the virtues of good governance, such as Justice and
Prudence. Its grandeur makes it one of the most beautiful and representative spaces in the palace.

From the past to the present

Today the Royal Palace of Naples is no longer a royal residence, but a place open to everyone. After the
damage suffered during the Second World War, it was restored and turned into a museum. Visiting it
allows for a true journey through history, showing how this building has evolved from a symbol of
monarchical power into a cultural heritage site of the city of Naples.
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TEATRO SAN CARLO 1

The San Carlo Theatre is not only a historic building, but also one of the most important symbols of European and world
musical culture. Located in the heart of Naples, it has been a major reference point for opera for almost three centuries,
to the extent that it is considered the oldest continuously active opera house in the world.
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S/ £gy) %) Origins: a royal project for a cultural capital
/ g The theatre was founded in 1737 by order of Charles
I11 of Bourbon, who wished to provide Naples, then
the capital of the kingdom, with a theatre worthy of its
European prestige. This was not only an artistic
initiative, but also a political one: the theatre was
: aV meant to represent the greatness of the court and the
...... _ = g city.
1 L The project was entrusted to the architects Giovanni
Antonio Medrano and Angelo Carasale, and the work
was completed in a surprisingly short time: just eight
months. The inauguration took place on 4 November
1737 with the opera Achille in Sciro by Domenico
Sarro, chosen to honour the sovereign.

An important detail is that the San Carlo predates many major European theatres: it was built before La Scala in Milan
and La Fenice in Venice, confirming Naples’ pioneering role in the history of musical theatre.

Fire and rebirth: the strength of an institution

In 1816 a fire completely destroyed the theatre. However, its importance was such that reconstruction began
immediately: in less than a year the San Carlo was brought back to life.

The new design was entrusted to the architect Antonio Niccolini, who gave it its current Neoclassical appearance. The
auditorium retained the traditional horseshoe shape of Italian theatres, designed to ensure perfect visibility and acoustics.
The interior is grand: about 184 boxes arranged over multiple levels, decorated with gold, stucco work, and red velvet,
along with a lavish royal box that still reflects its monarchical heritage today.

The ceiling is dominated by a large painting by Giuseppe Cammarano depicting Apollo presenting the poets of the world
to Athena, one of the theatre’s most famous decorative works.

Architecture and acoustics: a technical and artistic masterpiece

One of the features that makes the San Carlo extraordinary is its acoustics, considered among the best in the world. The
particular shape of the hall and ceiling allows even the most delicate sounds to be clearly heard from every seat in the
theatre.

A curious and fascinating detail is the “reverse” clock located in the proscenium arch: the dial rotates while the hands
remain still. It is a poetic symbol suggesting that, during music, time itself can be suspended.

A theatre that made music history

Over the centuries, the San Carlo Theatre has hosted great
composers, musicians, and performers, becoming an
international reference point for opera. Even famous
writers and travellers were impressed by it: Stendhal, after
visiting in 1817, described it as something unparalleled in
Europe.
Today the theatre is still fully active and hosts:

e opera performances

e concerts

e Dballet

In addition to performances, it can also be visited with guided tours that explain its history, restorations, and secrets.
A complete cultural experience

Visiting the San Carlo Theatre means entering a place where art, music, and history merge in a unique way. It is not
just a theatre to observe, but a space to experience: every detail—from the auditorium to the boxes, from the ceiling
to the acoustics—contributes to an intense and emotional experience. Ultimately, the San Carlo is not only a
monument of the past, but a living cultural institution that continues to tell the great musical tradition of Naples to
the world.
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Galleria Umberto | can be understood as a true urban narrative, a place where architecture, history, and everyday life
intertwine until they become inseparable. It is not merely a monumental space, but a concrete synthesis of the
transformations that have shaped Naples from the 19th century to the present day.

Origins: the “Risanamento” and the need to transform the city
To truly understand the Gallery, one must begin with the context in which it was
created. After the cholera epidemic of 1884, Naples found itself facing an urgent
situation that was not only sanitary, but also political and cultural. The historic
center, especially the area of Santa Brigida, was characterized by narrow streets,
poor hygienic conditions, and a strong presence of crime and social
marginalization.
The so-called “Risanamento” (launched by a law in 1885) was not just an urban
intervention involving demolitions and reconstructions; it was an attempt to
redefine the image of the city. In this context, Galleria Umberto | represents a dual
response:

e onone hand, a modern, airy, and hygienic space

e on the other, a symbol of Naples’ desire to fully embrace European

modernity

The speed of its construction—just three years, from 1887 to 1890—is not only a
technical achievement, but also a clear sign of this ambition.

Design and construction: a modern enterprise

The construction of the Gallery was the result of a collective effort involving engineers, architects, and investors. The
original project was designed by engineer Emmanuele Rocco and later developed by Antonio Curri and Ernesto di
Mauro. The works were financed by the Societa dell’Esquilino of Rome and carried out by the Bonificamento di Santa
Brigida consortium.

Demolitions began in 1887 and radically transformed the neighborhood, preserving only one pre-existing building,
Palazzo Capone. This detail is significant: the Gallery does not completely erase the past, but rather incorporates it,
reinterprets it, and integrates it into the new urban structure.

Architecture: a space between technique and symbolism
Upon entering the Gallery, one immediately perceives its innovative nature. The
iron and glass structure, typical of major European architectural works of the 19th
century, allows for the creation of a bright and continuous space, almost without
clear boundaries between interior and exterior.
The cross-shaped layout organizes the space into four arms that converge beneath
a large octagonal dome approximately 57 meters high. This central point
functions as a covered square, a place for meeting and passage.
Yet technical modernity coexists with a rich symbolic language:
o the fagades display allegories of the four continents, the seasons,
commerce, and science
e the interiors are decorated with classical deities, evoking an ancient
imagery
e the mosaic floor depicts zodiac signs, a compass rose, and geometric
motifs
A particularly intriguing element is the presence of the Star of David in the dome,
often associated with Neapolitan Freemasonry of the time. This detail contributes
to making the Gallery not only an architectural work, but also a place rich in
hidden meanings and interpretations.

A lived space: from the bourgeoisie to the “sciuscia”

From the very beginning, the Gallery was never just a place to be observed, but above all a place to be lived. In the 19th century, it
was the “salon” of the Neapolitan bourgeoisie: a place for strolling, meeting, and social display. Cafés, elegant shops, and newspaper
offices helped create a refined and lively atmosphere.

Beneath the Gallery was the Salone Margherita, a completely different space: lighter, more spectacular, and connected to music and
entertainment. While the upper level represented the “official” life of the city, the underground space reflected the spirit of the Belle
Epoque, full of leisure and freedom.

Over time, however, the Gallery changed along with the city. Wars, economic crises, and social transformations left their mark. In
the postwar period, the “sciuscia” (shoeshine boys) appeared—figures that tell the story of a poorer but also incredibly vibrant
Naples.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect is this: the Gallery never loses its human character. People change, conditions evolve, but it
always remains a place of encounter, a living space.
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Piazza del Plebiscito is today one of the most recognizable places in the city, but its current form is the result
of a long, complex, and layered history marked by foreign rule, political transformations, and major urban
projects. Originally, the area was an irregular open space located in front of the palace of the Spanish
viceroys. In the 16th century, Naples was among the most populous cities in Europe, and the viceregal
power needed a
representative space. For
this reason, in 1600, the
Royal Palace of Naples was
built, designed by . —
Domenico Fontana. In front . I § ~ 3~ ofls o il
of its facade, the so-called . HE i ~
Largo di Palazzo opened {
up, destined to become the : ¢ >4

centre of the city’s political

and ceremonial life.
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History

For over two centuries the space remained irregular and hosted public events, until in 1806, with the arrival
of the French, Gioacchino Murat planned a major urban transformation inspired by the models of Paris and
ancient Rome. This gave rise to the idea of the Foro Gioacchino, with an imposing semicircular colonnade
and a monumental square. However, the fall of the Napoleonic regime interrupted the works. With the return
of the Bourbons, Ferdinand | of the Two Sicilies decided to completely change the meaning of the project:
he kept the colonnade but ordered the construction of a basilica in the centre, dedicated to San Francesco di
Paola, as a vow for the restoration of his power. The works began in 1816 and were completed in 1846,
giving the square its final appearance.

Structure

The Basilica of San Francesco di Paola represents one of the most important
examples of Neoclassical architecture in Italy. Its circular plan, large dome, and
lonic-columned pronaos recall the Pantheon in Rome, while the semicircular
Doric colonnade extends on both sides, creating a monumental scenic effect. The
interior is bright and harmonious, with a circular layout, Corinthian columns, and
side chapels decorated by artists such as Luca Giordano and Paolo De Matteis. At
the centre of the square are the equestrian statues of the Bourbon rulers, one made
by Antonio Canova and the other by his pupil Antonio Cali, while the Royal
Palace completes the opposite side, creating a balance between civil and religious

power.

Contemporary importance

During the 20th century, the square lost its monumental character
| and was turned into a parking area, but in 1994, on the occasion
of the G7 summit, it was returned to the city as a pedestrian
space. Today it is one of the main meeting places in Naples,
hosting events, concerts, and celebrations. Walking through the
centre of the square means crossing centuries of history: viceregal
Naples, the Napoleonic period, the Bourbon era, and the
contemporary city coexist there. Each element has a symbolic
value: the basilica represents restoration, the colonnade recalls
Murat’s revolutionary project, and the palace bears witness to
Spanish rule. Piazza del Plebiscito is not just an urban space, but
a living narrative of the city, where architecture, politics, and
identity intertwine in a unique way.
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Historical context of the urban renewal (Risanamento)

The transformation of Naples between the late 19th and early 20th
centuries through the Risanamento represents one of the most complex
urban reconstruction processes in modern Europe, not only for its
physical scale but especially for the way it redefined the relationship
between the city, its population, and the natural environment. This
intervention arose in a period when Naples was perceived as an unhealthy
and overcrowded city, marked by severe hygienic and urban problems.
The crisis erupted with the cholera epidemic of 1884, which severely
struck a city already weakened by poor living conditions. Narrow streets,
poor ventilation, tightly packed buildings, and inadequate sewage systems
contributed to the spread of the disease. From this emergency emerged
the idea of a radical intervention: the Risanamento, which did not simply
aim to improve the city, but to rebuild it according to modern urban planning models.

Naples before the transformations

Before the 19th-century interventions, the coastal strip between
Santa Lucia, Chiaia, and the areas now occupied by the modern
seafront of Lungomare Caracciolo had a very different
configuration. The sea was not a fixed boundary, but a dynamic
presence that in some areas reached close to the buildings and in
others penetrated into urban spaces. During storms, the water
could flood the lower areas, causing temporary inundations. The
city therefore lived in an unstable balance between land and sea,
which over time came to be seen as a problem to be solved
through urban modernization.

The project of the “Rettifilo”
Within the Risanamento, the construction of the Corso Umberto I,
known as the “Rettifilo,” took place. It is a large straight axis designed
to connect the railway station to the port and cross the city center. To
build it, entire historic districts such as Pendino, Mercato, and Porto
were demolished. These were not single buildings, but entire urban
fabrics layered over centuries. The new road axis represented a more
orderly and modern city, based on principles of rationality and
functionality. However, this transformation also led to the loss of an
important part of the historical heritage and the displacement of
thousands of residents.

The land reclamation of the seafront

In parallel with the interventions in the historic center, the land reclamation of the
seafront developed. This process consisted of filling parts of the sea to create new
“ buildable land and modify the coastline. In Naples, the reclamation mainly
. affected the areas of Santa Lucia and Chiaia. The most significant fact is that the
material used largely came from the demolition of the historic center. The rubble
from the demolished buildings was transported and dumped into the sea, where it
gradually formed new emerged areas. In this way, the destruction of the ancient
city became the material foundation of the modern city.

The land reclamation of the sea

The sea reclamation allowed Naples to advance and stabilize its coastline, transforming areas that were previously
unstable or subject to storm surges into organized urban spaces. From this intervention, Via Partenope and Via Caracciolo
were created, forming the modern seafront. This process profoundly changed the relationship between the city and the
sea: from direct and irregular contact, it shifted to a more orderly separation, with the sea becoming mainly a scenic
element. The land reclamation and the Rettifilo (Corso Umberto I) are part of a single urban modernization project: the
first expands the city toward the sea, while the second reorganizes it from within through demolitions and reconstruction.
The result was a more modern Naples, closer to other European capitals, but also the loss of much of its historical fabric
and profound social changes. A strong ambivalence therefore remains between urban progress and the destruction of the
ancient city.
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The birth of the fortress

From Roman antiquity to the Middle Ages
The first major transformation took place in the
Roman era, when the general Lucullus built a
luxurious villa here in the 1st century BC, with
gardens, libraries, and even fish farms. This place is
also connected to a very important historical event:
in 476 AD, Romulus Augustulus was exiled here,
symbolically marking the end of the Western Roman
Empire. In the 6th century, the area changed its
function and became a religious center, with Basilian
monks transforming the remains of the villa into a
place of prayer.

The castle itself emerged in the Middle Ages, when the Normans recognized the strategic importance

of this position on the sea. In the 12th

century, the Norman ruler Roger fortified it, transforming it into

a true defensive structure and a royal residence. With the arrival of the Angevins and the construction
of the Maschio Angioino, the castle lost its role as the main residence and was used instead as a prison

and administrative center.

Between the castle and everyday life

A castle made of different eras

From an architectural point of view, Castel dell’Ovo is a
perfect example of a “palimpsest,” meaning a building
constructed and modified over time. It is made of yellow tuff
stone and has an irregular layout that follows the natural
shape of the islet. It is connected to the mainland by a bridge,
and its silhouette is dominated by towers from different
periods, such as the Main Tower and the Norman Tower.
Inside, there are highly atmospheric spaces, such as the Hall
of Columns, where Roman columns from Lucullus’ villa
were reused in the Middle Ages. Going further up, you reach
the panoramic terraces, from which the entire Gulf of Naples
can be observed; you can still see the areas once used for
cannons, a sign of adaptations to more modern military
techniques.

Around the castle, a small fishing village known as Borgo Marinari developed, originally established as a
service area for the fortress. Today it remains a very distinctive place, with houses, restaurants, and cafés by

the sea, creating a link between the histor

y of the castle and the everyday life of the city.

The egg legend

The name of the castle is linked to a well-known legend: it is said
that the Latin poet Virgil hid a magical egg in the foundations of the
structure. As long as the egg remains intact, the castle and the entire
city of Naples will remain safe; if it breaks, disasters will occur. This
legend has made the castle even more fascinating an
mysterious.
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The Spanish Quarters of Naples today represent one of the most fascinating examples of urban and social
transformation, a place where history, culture, and daily life intertwine in a unique and authentic way.
Established in the 16th century at the will of the viceroy Pedro de Toledo, these neighborhoods were designed
according to a strict orthogonal grid with a very specific function: to house Spanish garrisons and ensure rapid
and effective control over the population. The narrow and parallel streets, in fact, were not intended for civilian
life, but for troop movement and the management of public order.

Over time, however, this military structure has been completely
transformed by the everyday life of its inhabitants. The alleys have
lost their original rigidity, becoming lively and dynamic spaces

: ¥ where the street merges with the home. A symbol of this

j transformation is the “vascio” (or Neapolitan ground-floor
o Weeooeo Uil dwelling), a typical house located at street level with direct access
y MLINSEMORRL g ) to the road. Here, the boundary between public and private almost

disappears: doors remain open, laundry lines stretch across the
alleys like a colorful ceiling, and domestic life spills outside,
creating a strong sense of community and solidarity among
neighbors.

Alongside this social dimension, an intense and distinctive
spirituality emerges in the Spanish Quarters, where the sacred and
the profane coexist naturally. The numerous roadside shrines bear
witness to a deeply rooted faith, expressed through daily gestures
and devotion.

popular. A symbolic place is the Church of Santa Maria Francesca of the Five Wounds, a pilgrimage
destination, especially because of the presence of the famous “miraculous chair,” associated with the hope of
motherhood.

At the same time, this religiosity intertwines with a modern and
secular form of worship: that dedicated to Diego Armando
Maradona. His mural in the Quarters has become a true landmark, a
symbol of redemption and identity for a people who have found in
him an almost sacred figure. Here, it is not uncommon to see rosaries
next to blue jerseys, in a unique fusion of traditional faith and
popular passion.

For a long time considered a difficult area marked by social
problems, the Spanish Quarters have experienced an extraordinary
revival in recent decades. This transformation also began thanks to
important urban interventions, such as the construction of Toledo
Metro Station, considered one of the most beautiful metro stations
in Europe. During the works, historical remains emerged that further
enhanced the area, rediscovering its ancient roots, dating back to the
Bronze Age.

Today, the Spanish Quarters have become a true open-air cultural
laboratory. Street art has transformed the walls into works of art,
with artists such as Cyop&Kaf and murals dedicated to icons of
Neapolitan culture like Toto. This creative energy coexists with
tradition, visible in artisan workshops, small local venues, and
historic markets.

Among these, the beating heart is undoubtedly the Mercato della Pignasecca, the oldest market in the city.
Here, life flows among stalls of fish, fruit, street food, and the calls of vendors, in an atmosphere that is
both commercial and theatrical. It is precisely in places like this that one can grasp the most authentic soul
of Naples: warm, chaotic, but incredibly welcoming.
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PIAZZA E CHIESA DEL GESU NUOVO
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Piazza del Gesu Nuovo is one of the most significant places in the
¢ city’s historic centre, a true crossroads of history, art, and urban
transformation. Located along the Lower Decumanus, known as
Spaccanapoli, the square symbolically marks the transition from the
Renaissance to the Baroque period.

# It is not just an urban space, but a historical palimpsest in which
. different eras overlap, visible in the surrounding buildings. Among
. them stands the Church of Gesu Nuovo, one of the most fascinating
t and distinctive examples of Neapolitan architecture, combining
Renaissance and Baroque elements into a single complex.

History

The Church of Gesu Nuovo was born from a unique architectural transformation: its fagade originally
belonged to the 15th-century Palazzo Sanseverino, one of the most important noble residences in
Renaissance Naples. Later, the palace was converted into a religious building, marking not only an
architectural change but also a symbolic one. This transition reflects the transformations of the city, which
over time evolved by adapting pre-existing structures to new cultural and religious needs. Piazza del Gesu
Nuovo, due to its central location, has for centuries been a meeting point between noble power, spirituality,
and everyday life, becoming one of the most representative places in Neapolitan urban history.

Structure

The most striking feature of the church is its “diamond-
point” fagade, made of piperno stone blocks, which
creates a unique and unmistakable visual effect. On these
stones, particular symbols are carved: for a long time
they were thought to be alchemical or esoteric signs, but
according to a recent theory, they may form a real
musical pentagram, readable according to a precise
pattern and associated with a composition called
“Aenigma.” In sharp contrast with the severe and dark
exterior, the interior of the church appears as an
explosion of light and decorative richness: polychrome
marbles, gilding, and frescoes create a typically Baroque
space. Among the artworks inside, those by Luca =
Giordano stand out, further enhancing the atmosphere
and its theatrical, scenic quality.

San Giuseppe Moscati

Saint Giuseppe Moscati is buried inside the church and is a
deeply beloved figure among Neapolitans. His presence
makes the site not only an artistic place but also a
profoundly spiritual one: the hand of his bronze statue has
become polished over time, as it is touched daily by
believers seeking comfort or healing.

Piazza del Gesu Nuovo, therefore, is not just a place of
passage, but a living space where history, faith, art, and
legend coexist. Every element contributes to creating a
unique atmosphere, making this area one of the most
fascinating and significant in the entire city of Naples.
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MONASTERO DI SANTA CHIARA I

Origins: an Angevin project between faith and
ideology

The complex was commissioned by Robert of Anjou and his
second wife Sancia of Majorca between 1310 and 1328, as a tribute
to Saint Francis and Saint Clare, central figures of Franciscan
spirituality.

The idea was not only religious, but also cultural and political: to
create a true “Franciscan citadel,” which would include both a
female monastery for the Poor Clares and a male convent for the
Friars Minor. The project was led by the architect Gagliardo
Primario, who translated the Franciscan ideal of simplicity and
austerity into the structure. The result was a complex which, while
religious, also took on a monumental and urban appearance, almost
fortified, as if it were a solid and protective presence within the
medieval city.

Gothic architecture: simplicity and strength

From an architectural point of view, the church fully reflects the Franciscan spirit. The facade has an almost
defensive appearance, similar to a fortress, yet at the same time it is elegant in its essentiality. The large central rose
window and the three Gothic arches are the most recognizable features of the structure.

Inside, there is a single nave about 82 meters long, wide and very high, with side chapels guiding the eye along the
entire space. The atmosphere is deliberately austere: light enters through high windows and creates an almost
spiritual ambiance, essential and pure, perfectly reflecting the Franciscan ideal of poverty and contemplation.
According to ancient sources, including Vasari, the walls were once entirely frescoed by Giotto and his Neapolitan
school. There is also mention of a possible depiction of the Apocalypse inspired by Dante, although today only
fragments of that decorative cycle remain.

., Transformations, destruction and restorations

Over the centuries, the complex underwent major transformations. In
@ 1742, architects Ferdinando Sanfelice and Domenico Vaccaro heavily
altered the building, modifying its original appearance to suit the Baroque
taste of the time. Gothic elements were removed and richer, more theatrical
decorations were introduced. During the Second World War, a bombing
caused a fire that destroyed much of the interior and many frescoes, both
medieval and later. This event represented a tremendous loss for the city’s
artistic heritage. In the post-war period, restoration focused on recovering
the original 14th-century appearance, removing Baroque additions and
restoring the church’s essential Gothic identity. The works were completed
in 1953, when the complex was reopened to the public.

Art, tombs and historical memory

Inside the church are important monumental burials of the Angevin
~ dynasty. Among the most significant is the tomb of Robert of Anjou,
* created by the Bertini brothers, placed in the center of the nave.
Nearby are the tombs of Charles of Calabria and Mary of Valois, works
attributed to Tino da Camaino, one of the most important Italian sculptors
of the 14th century, active in Naples during the final years of his career.
These monuments are not merely funerary elements, but carved narratives
of the political and cultural power of the Angevin dynasty.

The maiolica cloister: the poetic heart of the complex

The most famous part of the monastery is undoubtedly the maiolica cloister, one of the most iconic spaces in Naples.
The cloister still preserves its original Gothic colonnade with 66 pointed arches, but its current garden layout is the
result of interventions by Domenico Vaccaro in the 18th century, commissioned by the abbess Ippolita da Carmignano.
Vaccaro reorganized the space by dividing the courtyard into four large flowerbeds crossed by pathways, while the
artisans Donato and Giuseppe Massa created the famous majolica decorations. The approximately 30,000 hand-
painted “riggiole” depict scenes of daily life, seascapes, rural themes, myths, and allegories of the four elements.
The result is a unique space: a cloister that combines spirituality and everyday life, monastic order and artistic
imagination, becoming one of the most evocative and recognizable places in Naples.
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7 Via dei Tribunali is one of the oldest and most important axes of the city, corresponding
to the Decumanus Major, that is, the main east—west street of ancient Naples. Its origin
dates back to the time of the Greek col onists, who founded the city according to an
precise urban plan known as the Hippodamian system. This layout consisted of straight,
parallel streets intersected by narrow alleys, the so-called “cardines,” which also had a
practical function: channeling sea breezes to naturally cool the city. Where Piazza San

ﬁ Gaetano stands today was once the ancient agora, the center of Greek public life, home to
' assemblies, markets, and temples—the beating heart of the city.

History

With the arrival of the Romans, the Greek urban structure
was not destroyed but integrated: the Romans built over the
existing buildings, preserving the original layout. Evidence
of this period is still visible today, such as the columns of the
Temple of the Dioscuri on the fagcade of the Basilica of San
Paolo Maggiore, dedicated to Castor and Pollux. Moreover,
beneath the buildings between Via dei Tribunali and Via
Anticaglia lies a Roman theater, where Nero also performed,
now incorporated into modern houses. In the Middle Ages,
the street became a center of political and religious power:
the Basilica of San Lorenzo Maggiore was a significant
place, also because in 1334 Giovanni Boccaccio met
Fiammetta there, and beneath the church a perfectly
preserved Roman street with shops is still visible. During this
same period, Castel Capuano took on a central role, changing
from a royal residence into a seat of power.

Structure

From an urban and architectural point of view, Via dei Tribunali still preserves the perfect linearity of the
Greek layout, alongside a dense network of side streets. Over the centuries, especially during the
Renaissance and Baroque periods, the street was enriched with numerous noble palaces belonging to the
most important families, which gave it a monumental appearance. Among the most significant elements
stands the Spire of San Gennaro, erected in 1636 as a thanksgiving for having escaped danger after an
eruption of Mount Vesuvius. This monument represents not only a Baroque work of art, but also a strong
symbol of popular devotion and of the bond between the city and its patron saint.

Name and meanings

The name “Via dei Tribunali” dates back to the 16th century, when the
Spanish viceroy Don Pedro de Toledo decided to concentrate all the
city’s judicial activities in Castel Capuano, located at the end of the
street. This decision profoundly changed the role of the street, which
became the centre of legal and political life, but also a place feared by
citizens because of the presence of the courts.Today, Via dei Tribunali
represents a unique synthesis of the history of Naples: from the Greek
city to the Roman one, from the Middle Ages to the Spanish period, and
up to the modern era. Walking along it means moving through centuries
of layered history, where every building and every corner tells a
fragment of the city’s cultural and social identity.
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The San Gregorio Armeno Complex is one of the most iconic and recognizable places in Naples, a site where religion,
art, and popular tradition intertwine to form a single urban identity. Today it is known worldwide as “the street of
nativity scenes,” but behind this permanent Christmas-like image lies a much older and more complex history.

A street that feels like Christmas all year round

When speaking of San Gregorio Armeno, one immediately
thinks of artisan workshops and nativity scenes. In fact, the
street has become famous worldwide for its centuries-old
tradition of crafting “shepherds” and Nativity scenes.
Walking through its alleys today, one has the feeling of
experiencing an endless Christmas: lights, statues,
workshops, and tourists create a unique atmosphere that
blends sacred and popular elements, art and commerce.

Origins: the religious complex and the church

In reality, the name of the street comes from the monumental complex of the Church of San Gregorio Armeno,
located along the route and one of the oldest and most important religious buildings in the city.

The church is linked to Eastern tradition: it was built to house the relics of Saint Gregory, brought to Naples by
Basilian nuns fleeing Constantinople. For this reason, the complex is also deeply connected to Byzantine spirituality.
Its origins date back to the Middle Ages, but the official consecration took place in 1579, when the structure took on
its present form, incorporating several pre-existing small churches according to the rules imposed by the Council of

Architecture: balance between rigor and Baroque splendor
The exterior of the church features a harmonious fagade, marked by
pilasters and large windows that illuminate the nuns’ choir. The 16th-
century marble portal, with columns and a pediment, leads into a
completely different interior: rich, golden, and deeply Baroque.

The church has a single nave, in line with Counter-Reformation
principles, with ten side chapels. One of the most precious elements
is the coffered ceiling, created between 1580 and 1584 by the Flemish
artist Dirck Hendricksz, considered a true decorative masterpiece.
The dome, on the other hand, was frescoed by Luca Giordano
between 1671 and 1681, making the interior one of the most
spectacular examples of Neapolitan Baroque.

Saint Patricia and popular devotion

A fundamental role in the life of the complex is played by Saint Patricia,
to whom the people of Naples are deeply devoted.

Her relics are kept in a much-loved chapel, so much so that the church is
also often called the “Church of Saint Patricia.” The phenomenon of the
liquefaction of her blood still occurs here several times a year, attracting
numerous pilgrims.

This event, similar in significance to that of Saint Januarius, has inspired
over the centuries stories, traditions, and a strong popular spirituality that
keeps the place vibrant and alive.

The monastery and cloister: the hidden heart of the complex

The complex is not limited to the church: it also includes the monastery and a beautiful cloister. Among the most
interesting features is the bell tower, built between the 16th and 17th centuries, which crosses the street via a unique
bridge-like structure.

This architectural element has become one of the most recognizable symbols of the area: beneath it flows the daily
life of the street, among workshops, tourists, and artisans.

Inside the monastery, the so-called “Abbess’s Salon” is also preserved, one of the oldest surviving rooms and a
testimony to female monastic life.

A place between sacred and popular

San Gregorio Armeno is today one of the liveliest and most symbolic places in Naples precisely because it brings
together seemingly distant elements: religious spirituality, Baroque art, monastic tradition, and the popular culture
of nativity scenes.

It is a space where history is not frozen but lived every day. Between workshops and churches, devotion and tourism,
San Gregorio Armeno remains one of the most authentic expressions of the Neapolitan soul.
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