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ARCHAEOLOGY AND VOLCANOLOGY IN THE PHLEGREAN FIELDS

BETWEEN MYTH AND HISTORY

Greek toponymy, that knew the gulf of Naples as cratere, and
the whole of the Campanian plain lying behind the region that we
call Phlegrean Fields as phlegreum ("that which burns"),
translates a geographical expression strongly influenced by the
volcanic activity of the time, that included the coast and
islands, Mt. Bomma and possibly also the area of Roccamonfina. In
fact Polybius, with the term Phlegraia pedia, indicates the
entire plain to the sides of the river Volturno, as does Strabo.
Timaeus, in Diodorus, locates Mt. Vesuvius at the centre of the
Phlegrean plain.

However, rightly speaking it is the volcanism of the
Futeoli-Ischia area that would seem to lie at the origin of the
location of Greek legends in Campania (the fight of Hercules
against the gigants, the myth of Typhon, the pause of Odysseus in
the land of the Cyclops and the Laestrygones, and so on), and
that explained the wviolent eruptions and other natural pheqamena
of the area. If the Gigantomachy, localized in the area of Cumae
at the junction with another Phlegrea which also passes as being

the stage (the Phlegrea Pallene’ in Calcidia), takes us to a



period close to the Greek colonization of the eighth century B.C.
when this very coast still clearly preserved the traces of a
burnt land, the episodes of the Odyssey, with their clear
references to volcanic phenomena that constitute the stories at
the court of Alcinous, are to be traced in a moment far earlier
than the first Euboic settlements. The fight against the Cyclops,
the episode m% the Nekyia at Avernus with references to the hot
springs and the damned mists of the ara, the episcde of the
Laestrygones, where "the smoke rises from the earth", belong to
the earliest core of the work. They might reflect wolcanic
activity contemporary with the earliest maritime activity of the
Aegeans. They are certainly not a vivid testimony of eruptions,
as is the incredible story of thé destruction of Thera related
with suggestive realism by the Argonauts (Scandone, 1987,1988).
Nonetheless it is clear that the Eolians, ‘those contemporaries of
Jason who traversed the same waters that where to see Odysseus,
or the Mycenean Greeks in regular contact with the island of
Vivara, would have witnessed precise explosive events, well
documented in the deep stratigraphies of the area. These must
have had such an impact on the antique image of the territory and
its neighbouring islands as to have been placed in man’s

spiritual geography close to the entrance of Hades and the world

of the dead.



PREHISTORY

The date of the earliest wvolcanic manifestations in the
Phlegrean Fields is not known, though the oldest wvisible products
are to be dated c¢. 50.000 B.P. The flint scrapers found at
Ischia, though rare and of limited significance, do show that
middle and upper palaeolithic groups inhabited the large
continental platform that the seas had freed during the phase of
the large Pleicestocene glaciations. The formation of the caldera
associated with the eruption of Campanian ignimbrite (c. 35.000
B.P.) and its subsequent subsidence have destroyed almost all
traces in the central sector of the Phlegrean Fields.

The eruption of Baia and Pisani rather long pericd of
inactivity corresponding to most of the Neclithic and witnessed
by a thick and widespread paleosocl which, until now, has not
yvielded archaeclogical material (Rosi- Sbrana 1987). This long
period of inactivity ended with a large tectonic event that
raised the northern section of the gulf of Pozzuoli by about 40m.
(5.300 B.P.), identifiable in the Starza marine terrace (Cinque,
Rolandi and Zamparelli, 1985). The earliest significant
documentation of man's presénca in the Phlegrean Fields is to be
dated after this event.

It may be assigned. to the third millennium B.C. The earliest
settlement so far identified lies in localitd Bellavista, Monte
di Procida ( Fig. 1 e 2 ). It was an open village, sited on the

slopes of the old volcano of Monte Grillo, which appears to have



abandoned suddenly after the eruption of volecano II of Fondi di
Baia. A wvery thick cineritic mass was also ejected in a north-
easterly direction towards Vivara and the eastern secticn of the
island of Ischia (Albore Livadie, 1987) where, in localita
Cilento, a layer containing pottery, similar to that from Monte
di Procida, was found beneath a deposit of ashes (Buchner, 1987).
THE AGE OF METALS

Archaeological evidence referring to the more recent
Calcolithic culture (later III millennium B.C.), tombs of which
have been found at Naples and Ischia (Lacco Amenc) and sites
between Licola and Bagnoli, is both rare and scattered. Sporadic
finds from the foot of Monte S. Angeloc at Fuorigrotta (Perozzi,
1950), in the area of the purifying plant at Cuma (Albore
Livadie, 1987), in the wvicinity of the Apennine site of Montagna
Spaccata and particularly around the foot of Monte S. Severino at
Licola (Albore Livadie, 1985), seem to indicate intense activity
in the area during mature Eneolithic times.

In the absence of systematic research, it is not possible to
formulate firm hypotheses concerning the relative chronology or
contemporaneity of these sites, some of which clearly belong to
the so-called Gaudo culture. However, their spatial and
chronological proximity could bétray successive movements of
population groups within short intervals of time. That this may

be interpreted in the light of primitive agrarian practices,
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permitting the exploitation of the same land for only a short
period of time is, for the time being, only a hypothesis to be
put to the test.

During the copper age a number of eruptions took place in
the eastern section of the Gulf of Pozzuoli, at Monte Spina, the
Astroni and Sant’Angelo at Fuorigrotta. Even the appearance of
the volcanoes around Baia (Capo Miseno, Porto Miseno, Bacoli) has
recently been included between the formation of Monte Spina and
that of the Averno ( De Girolamo, Ghiara, Lirer, Munno, Rolandi,
Stanzione, 1984; Rosi-Sbrana, 1987), whilst some K/Arg. datings
place the formation of the lava cupola of Mount Olibano around
31.800 B.P. and that of the cupola of Caprara around 3.750 B.P.

The imposing Plinian event, which had fall-outs past the
valley of the river Clanis and the region of Avella, where
pumices have been deposited for a thickness of up to 50cm., is
probably to be attributed to the volcano of Sant’Angelo at
Fuorigrotta. These depositions were influenced by strong winds
blowing from the west. Though often confused with the more recent
eruption of the Astroni, it is clearly visible in the areas close
to the volcano of S. Angelo in the Phlegrean Fields, particularlf'
at the bed of the eruptive material from the Astroni, where its
products reach a thickness of 2m. The recent Cl4 tests, which
generally assign a date between 2.320 B.C. and 1.905 B.C., reveal
some discrepancies. Some samples undoubtedly belong to the event,

datable to around 3.619 and 2.466 B.C., somewhat earlier than the



Astroni eruption. A recently excavated site, lying below the
volcanic debris in the valley of the Clanis (Mulino Sant’Antonio)
and assignable to the early Calcolithic, provides a clear
terminus post guem for the eruption.

The eruption of Monte Spina, around 4.400 B.P., led to a
thick deposition of pumice in the north-eastern sector of the
Phlegrean Fields, Jjumping the barrier of the Camaldoli and
covering an area estimated to be larger than 400 km2 with
pyroclastic material. Plinian eruptions of this type constitute
one of the most destructive events in the Phlegrean Fields. Total
destruction spread over a radius of 4-5 kms. from the mouth.
Within this area, nothing was spared by the heavy fall of solid
material and the pyroclastic flow, though the latter was limited
essentially to the plain of Agnano. This violent eruption was
followed by the formation of the volcano of the Astroni, well-
dated, through a large quantity of carbonized wood, to between
4.070 and 3.640 B.P.

The Astroni event was characterized by the extrusion of a
dome of trachytic lava and by a hydromagmatic explosive activity
followed by the effusion of lava within the crater.

As far as we can judge, other eruptions, like that of the*
Solfatara, and the formation of lava domes, saw the end of the
Eneolithic cultures in the area. The freguency and intensity of
the eruptive events make this one of the most complex periods of

Campanian volcanism.




















































































