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W a l k  t h e  P o s i l l i p o  h e a d l a n d
The Greeks named the northern coastline of Naples Pausilypon, 
meaning “respite from worry”, and by the first century BC the 
headland had become the holiday playground of Rome’s élite.  
A leisurely passeggiata uphill on the cobbled lava road linking 
the Mergellina marina to the headland is a welcome breather 
from the chaos of the city centre. It takes in magnificent views  
of several of the city’s most beautiful seaside villas, including  
the decrepit majesty of the aforementioned Palazzo Donn’Anna, 
and Villa Rosebery, owned last century by a former British 
Prime Minister, Archibald Primrose, fifth Earl of Rosebery;  
these days the villa is the summer home of the Italian president. 
Landmarks along the walk include a pretty, cloistered nunnery, 
several hillside churches and hundreds of gelato-coloured villas 
set in neglected gardens and vineyards. On clear days the island 
of Capri, shaped like a woman’s profile, is visible; at night, the 
distant lights of the Sorrentine coast flicker like glow worms.

P a u s i l y p o n  A r c h a e o l o g i c a l  P a r k
Also on the Posillipo headland are the remains of a Roman villa, 
surrounded by thermal baths and amphitheatres. The clifftop 
complex was built by Publio Vedio Pollione, a friend of Emperor 
Augustus and an immensely rich merchant and collector of 
taxes, said to be as cruel as he was wealthy. The site isn’t visible 
from the street, nor the water, and can be reached only by 
walking through the Grotta di Seiano, a 770-metre Roman-era 
tunnel. The ruins have undergone restoration recently, and  
in summer both the 2,000-seat amphitheatre and a smaller  
one are used for concerts and performances. Pollione’s  
estate extended offshore to Gaiola Island, which now features  
the ruins of a 19th-century villa, said to be cursed – all its 
20th-century owners, including Jean Paul Getty’s family,  
suffered tragedies. The island is surrounded by a marine  
park that’s popular with snorkellers. Guided visits to the park cost 
€6 per person and must be booked by phone or email. Grotta di Seiano, 
Discesa Coroglio, 36, 80123, +39 081 240 3235, info@gaiola.org  

L a  C a p p e l l a  S a n s e v e r o
In the ancient, labyrinthine district known as Spaccanapoli  
is the tiny privately owned Chapel of Sansevero. Built in  
1590, it was later enlarged by the mysterious Prince of Sansevero, 
Raimondo di Sangro, a Freemason and renowned alchemist.  
He commissioned the extraordinary series of marble statues 
inside the chapel, including the Veiled Christ, a life-size depiction 
sculpted from a single block of marble by the Neapolitan  
artist Giuseppe Sanmartino in the mid-18th century. Christ’s 
expression of abandon in death, the veins and sweat beneath  
a transparent veil, raise the hairs on the back of my neck every 
time I visit. It’s a work of such lyricism that for centuries it  
was rumoured that the prince had found an alchemic secret  
to transforming the veil to stone. Take a couple of hours to view 
all the statues, as well as two human skeletons with attached 
circulatory systems so convincing that until recently they  

were believed to be the real thing, preserved by mysterious 
methods. Entry €7, bookings advised. Via de Sanctis Francesco, 
19/21, 80134, +39 081 551 8470, museosansevero.it/en/

F a r m a c i a  d e l l ’ O s p e d a l e  d e g l i  I n c u r a b i l i
A perfectly preserved apothecary’s pharmacy is at the heart of  
a still-functioning 16th-century hospital and monastic complex  
on the hillside near Piazza Cavour. Founded by a noblewoman 
who devoted her life to women’s health, the pharmacy has been 
protected by the Freemason movement for more than three 
centuries. Though it was reopened to the public in 2011, it’s one 
of the city’s best-kept secrets, and photography is still forbidden. 
This is the place where medicine, magic and religion met during 
the Neapolitan Enlightenment, and the virtuosity of the art and 
artisanship is evidence of its importance. More than 500 ceramic 
jars decorated with Old Testament scenes are displayed on  
walls of carved walnut shelves. The symbolism inherent in the 
carvings and decorations is explained brilliantly by volunteer 
guides. Tickets must be booked in advance and include access  
to a medical museum filled with terrifying instruments from the 
earliest days of surgery, including an old plague mask. Via Maria 
Lorenza Longo, 5, +39 081 440647, museoartisanitarie.it

M e t r o  A r t  S t a t i o n s
A tour of subterranean Naples is exciting for travellers of all 
ages, through a labyrinth of tunnels, aquifers and caverns dating 
from Etruscan and Roman times through to World War II 
bunkers (lanapolisotterranea.it). More recently, the so-called  
Art Stations of Naples’ expanding underground subway have 
become another subterranean attraction. Eight international 
artists have collaborated to redesign four stations, and for the 
cost of a train ticket, commuters can gaze at Michelangelo 
Pistoletto’s installations at Garibaldi station, the work of 
Portuguese architects Àlvaro Siza and Eduardo Souto de Moura 
at Piazza Municipio, where they’ve used lava stone and white 
plaster to great effect, or the vivid fuchsia and lime green of  
the walls of Università station created by Karim Rashid and 
Alessandro Mendini. My favourite is Toledo station; it’s an  
ode to the colour blue, with echoes of Naples’ ancient and 

recent history in waves of mosaics, 
a digital installation, and an 
enormous chasm that seems  
to reach the sky above. More 
station redesigns are in the 
pipeline. The extraordinary  
trove of archaeological finds 
accumulated while digging the 
expanded metro – from the 
ancient Neapolis port walls  
to preserved Roman ships –  
is being prepared for display in 
the Municipio Station, itself  
a work in progress. ●

I ’ve been returning to Naples, city of my birth, for  
more than 40 years, drawn irresistibly by the same  
mix of life-affirming chaos and beauty that has 
bewitched travellers, artists and writers for millennia. 
Yet for decades, sharing plans to visit Naples would 
elicit warnings about pickpockets and violent street 

crime or an assumption that the city was merely a stopover  
on the way to Amalfi, Capri or Pompeii.

That still happens, but there’s also a growing awareness  
of Naples’ revival. Frustrated by the glacial response of  
sclerotic state authorities, an entrepreneurial generation  
of artists, architects, writers, chefs and environmentalists  
are finding original ways to open doors to their city. 

Architect Roberto Fedele, director of the Ezio De Felice 
Cultural Foundation, has been instrumental in opening the 
Baroque theatre inside Palazzo Donn’Anna, a 17th-century 
seaside palace and one of Naples’ most photographed sites. It  
has some of the city’s best views, sweeping from Vesuvius over 
the Gulf to Capri and the Sorrentine peninsula. It’s privately 
owned and has been off limits to the public until recently. 

The old theatre, fashioned into a working studio by  
architect Ezio De Felice in the mid-20th century, is now the 
venue for public seminars on art, history and architecture,  
and a simple phone booking secures access to the studio via  
the palace courtyard and through to its jaw-dropping vistas.

Introducing Naples’ cultural treasures to a wider audience  
is one of the foundation’s most important aims, says Fedele. 
“Naples’ artistic and architectural patrimony is enormous.  

As a city it is full of extraordinary treasures, but we Neapolitans  
have not always been very good at valuing them or showing them 
to the world,” he says. “There is a new spirit now in which it is 
the Neapolitan people themselves who, sick of waiting for the 
authorities, are exploring fresh and exciting ways to show it off.”

One of the world’s oldest continuously inhabited cities, 
Naples’ recorded history began in the 7th-century BC as  
a Greek colony and, nearly 3,000 years later, it remains a 
palimpsest of cultures. A walk almost anywhere in the city,  
from the northern coastline to the narrow streets of the old 
centre, reveals evidence of waves of invasion and conquest,  
from Greco-Roman origins to the opulence of Spanish  
and Bourbon rulers. 

The runaway success of Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan novels 
has piqued global interest in Naples, although the mean streets 
inhabited by her protagonists aren’t representative of the city 
that most travellers encounter. Fancy a pop-up dinner in an  
art gallery or an apéritif on the terrazzo of a private seaside  
palace? Peruse the list compiled by the enterprising HomEating  
network of houses and apartments whose owners host dinners 
(homeating.com). Listen to a concert or see a play in a Roman 
amphitheatre at twilight (suggestioniallimbrunire.org); navigate  
a Bourbon tunnel beneath the city on a raft (galleriaborbonica.
com) or pace the vast archives of the Bank of Naples, founded in  
1539 and one of the world’s oldest, and search for the signatures 
of Michelangelo da Caravaggio, Giuseppe Verdi and other 
luminaries (www.ilcartastorie.it) 

Here are more of my favourite Neapolitan treasures. 

Naples
The mean streets  

of Elena Ferrante’s 
Neapolitan novels are 

an illusion dispelled 
by the beauty of the 

city and the energy of 
its residents, writes 
PAOLA TOTARO. 

Nuovo 

G e t t i n g  t h e r e
Frequent trains to Naples from 
Rome take a little more than 
an hour; the drive takes about 
2 hours and 15 minutes.

G e t t i n g  a r o u n d
A good guide to the city  
is Secret Naples (Jonglez 
Publishing, $29.99), updated 
annually by Neapolitans.

The base of the 
Posillipo headland.


