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Despite these hangovers from the days of
Neapolitan alchemy, medical scholars see the
pharmacy as an important example of early
chemistry training and research, marking the
transition between the practice of medicine
during the Enlightenment, when hospitals
started to be seen as places for healing, and an
earlier age when they were simply hospices
for the dying, places where devotion and
prayer, not clinical experimentation or drugs,
played the biggest part.

The pharmacy is a masterpiece of the Nea-
politan baroque style, its furniture and display
cases, the dispensary counter, the majolica
jars and tiles, sculptures and frescoes all cre-
ated by the greatest architects and artisans
working in the city at the time. Fucito, a
legendary woodworker, fashioned the 5m-
long dispensary table from one piece of wal-
nut; the splendidly coloured majolica jars
were hand painted by the ceramicists Donato
Massa and Lorenzo Salandra, famous for the
vivid and unforgettable tilework in the clois-
ter of the Basilica of Santa Chiara in Spacca-
napoli.

Inside the sala grande, the largest room,
the jars line ornate shelves beneath fresco
portraits of significant donors, including An-
tonio Maggiocco, a lawyer and director of the
hospital whose estates helped fund the phar-
macy. 

This room was open only to the city’s
elites, the secretive hospital administrators
and royal families.

In the central wall is a large, gilded wooden
carving, which, when the door opposite is
opened, matches the one it faces in the dis-
pensary. Look closely to see that both are
golden depictions of the human uterus, one
virginal and representing the source of life,
the other showing the sutured wounds of a
vertical caesarean section, symbolic of the in-

I
know Naples, the city of my birth, inti-
mately, its street and seascapes, the om-
niscient presence of Vesuvius, the intense
light by the seaside, the Caravaggio-like

penumbra of the narrow vicoli in its most an-
cient heart.

I’ve been returning for 40 years, lured back
irresistibly as if by the songs of the siren Par-
thenope who, thwarted by Odysseus, threw
herself to her death on the shores of the bay,
immortalising Naples in myth and giving the
first Greek settlement there its earliest name.
But every time I visit, I’m reminded that 10
lifetimes would be needed to really know Na-
ples and that so much of the allure lies in its
ability to surprise.

This northern summer I stumble on what
must surely be one of the city’s best-kept se-
crets, a perfectly preserved apothecary’s
pharmacy deep in the heart of a still-func-
tioning 16th-century Ospedale degli Incura-
bili, or Hospital for the Incurables, and
monastic complex. Protected by the impen-
etrable silence of the Masons for more than
three centuries (photographs are still strictly
forbidden), the pharmacy is testament to the
place where magic and religion, alchemy and
early medicine first met.

From the moment I step into the gloom,
through heavy wooden doors, it’s difficult to
shake the feeling that it’s not all the concoc-
tion of a JK Rowling-style imagination. The
interior walls are lined with floor-to-ceiling
display cases, intricately carved from walnut
and topped with golden pyramids, cherubs
and gilt swirls. More than 500 ceramic jars,
decorated in spectacular colours with Old
Testament scenes, but not one of them la-
belled, seem to glow in the low light.

Medical historians believe the early phar-
macists learned by heart the contents of the
myriad jars by memorising their position and
placement on the shelves. As so many were
poisonous, this was also used as an early form
of security against theft or misuse. On the
walls opposite the enormous dispensary
counter are two smaller cabinets fashioned
from gilded wood. Here sits a fantastical array
of tiny glass jars and cruets, many of them still
containing residues of powders and unguents.
Some are labelled and contain substances
known to pre-date the pharmacy, including
fitobezoari, which were hairballs taken from
the stomach of goats. (My accompanying teen
lets out a whoop of excitement, recognising
this horror from Harry Potter books.) Indeed,
the meticulous, perfectly preserved hospital
inventories suggest many of these potions
were the continuation of even more ancient
traditions in alchemy.

The old workroom next door to the dis-
pensary, while empty now, is fascinating be-
cause it was probably home to the ovens,
mortars and stills where the chemicals were
manufactured. The only remnant is an enor-
mous and rather ornate marble urn created
by sculptor Crescentius Trinchese, which is
ensconced in a wall recess and was the recep-
tacle for theriac (teriaca in Italian), an ancient
cure-all. According to legend, it was created
in ancient Greek times by Mithridates, King
of Pontus, an amateur pharmacist. The so-
called “wonder drug’’ was said to contain up
to 64 ingredients, including opium and the
skin and meat of vipers, which continued to
be widely used from the Middle Ages to the
Renaissance.
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tervention of medicine and physicians and
the preservation of life. Above is Pietro Bar-
dellino’s painting of a scene inspired by the
Iliad in which Machaon, son of Asclepius,
cares for Menelaus wounded in the Trojan
War.

The hospital is unusual in that it was
founded in the 1520s by a woman, a Spanish
aristocrat, Maria Lorenza Longo, who had
been afflicted by crippling rheumatoid ar-
thritis when she was young and wanted to use
her fortune to help the poor and sick. With
the support of the Neapolitan gentry and a
Genoese philanthropist, she built what would
eventually become one of southern Europe’s
biggest and most important hospitals, con-
taining a complex of research laboratories, a
medicinal garden that still exists today and, of
course, the pharmacy.

The hospital’s founding raison d’etre was
to manage and halt the spread of syphilis,
which was incurable at the time. However,
Longo was a unique and powerful advocate
for women, refusing to cast moral judgment
on prostitutes and embracing and encourag-
ing them to not only seek treatment but look
after each other as part of their health man-
agement in the clinics. Longo also pioneered
the “professionalisation” of midwives and
birth assistants, encouraging them to visit and
share their practical skills and formalise
training. 

This sharing of knowledge in early obstet-
rics together with constantly improving
caesarean surgeries, meant the hospital be-
came known throughout Europe; many roy-
als and noblewomen broke with aristocratic
tradition and left their homes to give birth in
hospital attended by female specialists.

Longo also helped found a home for prosti-
tutes and established the religious order of
the Capuchin Poor Clare nuns. A plaque on
the wall of a cloister — once at the external
door where women knocked to be allowed in
— remains as a moving statement of her com-
passionate approach: “Any woman, rich or
poor, noble or plebeian, local or foreign,
whilst pregnant, knock and the door will al-
ways be open.”

A visit to the Incurabili is particularly in-
spiring because a modern hospital continues
to serve the local community today, half a
millennium after Longo founded it. The small
but equally fascinating museum across the
courtyard from the pharmacy contains a
unique collection of medical equipment, in-
cluding myriad, eye-watering amputation
tools and surgical chair, a first, hand-powered
defibrillator, early electrical antidotes for
mental illness and even an intriguing and
rather haunting flagello della peste, the wood-
en beak-like mask worn by doctors treating
bubonic plague victims.
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IN THE KNOW

The Hospital for the Incurables pharmacy 
is open only a few days a week, so 
bookings are essential. The guides are 
wonderful, usually local doctor/historians, 
but make sure you reserve an English 
speaker. The pharmacy and hospital are 
at Via Maria Longo, 50, 80138 Napoli, a 
short walk uphill from the Garibaldi 
Station Metro stop; +39 081 440 647.
■ info@ilfarodippocrate.it


