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Italy | The long-neglected

city of Matera has stepped

out of the shadows to be

named European Capital of

Culture. Stanley Stewart

explores a remote region

known for its extraordinary

subterranean architecture

hrist stopped short of here,”
the locals used to say, as a
way to explain the back-
‘wardness of Basilicata. “He
stopped at Eboli,” they said,
mlemngwamwnmchenoﬂh,beyond

seﬂnedmonemokmm:hmtereltmthe
remote region that is the instep of the
Italian boot, at least until the film-mak-
ers arrived. The Greeks skirted the
coast, the Romans barely penetrated
these mountains, the Normans rarely
left their castles and, well into the 20th
century, theinfluence of the Italian state

n lini’s time, Basili-
cata was distant and barbarous, a place
of internal exile — Italy’s very own gulag.

‘When the government did finally
come to Basilicata, it was shocked by
whatit found. Visiting the ancient city of
Matera in 1948, Italian prime minister
Alcide De Gasperi declared it the shame
of Italy. The poverty, disease and igno-
rance would have been a discredit to the
developing world. “Christ never came
this far,” wrote the Italian author and
activist Carlo Levi in 1945, “nor did
time, nor the individual soul, nor
hope . .. nor nor’ o

Fast forward 70 years and we find
Matera enjoying a spectacular renais-
sance, crowned this past October when
the city beat Siena, Ravenna and Perugia
to be named, alongside Plovdiv in Bul-
garia, European Capital of Culture for
2019. Its unique architectural heritage
hasalready gained it alisting on Unesco’s
World Heritage list. In a place where, in
Levi’s graphic phrase, the inhabitants
felt themselves “not thought of as men
but simply as beasts”, there are now ele-
gant hotels and first-class restaurants,
literary festivals and art galleries. Even
Francis Ford Coppola, the film director,
has got in on the act, opening a hotel
three years ago in his grandfather’s vil-
lage of Bernalda, justup the road.

The irony of Matera is that the aspect
of the city that was its curse is now the
key to its fame and success. It is a city of
caves, a troglodyte town, a showcase of
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labyrinth of elaborate rabbit holes.
‘When Levi came here in the 1930s,
‘many of the city’s 20,000 residents lived
in cave houses known as sassi (stones in
Italian). For as long as people have lived
here — and Matera boasts one of the
world’s longest histories of habitation,
dating back several millennia — people
have hollowed their homes out of the
soft tufa limestone like eager meerkats,
forginga tradition of “negative architec-
ture”, as sophisticated and charming in
its way as traditional building.

Four hundred years ago, everyone in
Matera — rich and poor, peasants and
aristocrats — lived in caves. Grand
facades, swanky porticos, ornate door-
ways led into cavernous rooms hol-
lowed out of the cliffs behind. By the
18th century, the middle classes were
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of the gorge and rising up the other.
Bleached by the sun, all is a mono-
chrome paleness, from the terracotta
roof tiles to the weathered doors. Wan-

P ’s short stretch of T
coast, a beautiful and curiously under-
rated part of the Italian seaside. I could
have driven in four-lane comfort by way
of Metapon!o and Policoro but I had
instead, to navigate across the
spine of the province, to get in among
the fearsome mountains that are the
of Basilicata.

It was a spectacular drive, cutting
across the grain of the country, on the
windiest, twistiest and most fun roads
imaginable. I climbed the heights above
Garaguso and then dmpped uno an
older Basilicata where
pitchfork and bullock cart business,
‘where the olive trees were as old as fres-
coes, where grandmothers, dressed in
black, still ruled and where hill villages,
in dizzy positions, were not places of
beauty but of austere drama. What
should have been a three-hour journey
tunkmeallday

‘mightbe
shortbutis pufenlyformed. Spectacu-
lar mountains press down on the sea
and the coastal road sweeps between
rearing headlands and hidden cover.
Anyone who has suffered the traffic
jams and the overpriced tourist indus-
try of the Amalfi coast, just a few miles
to the north, will find Basilicata a breath

‘It was like living at the
bottom of a deep well.
We knew nothing of the
rest of the world’

of fresh air. Arriving in the old town of
Mamhea,lfomdadwllsedwem café

1 square,
a family restaurant serving home-
cooked food and a hotel, La Locanda
delle Donne Monache, with views over
rooftops, gardens and the sea.

The Locanda, a converted 18th-
century convent, is a charming, family
run place to stay. Alternatively, on the
edge of town, overlooking the sea is the
Santa Venere, the grand dame of this
coast, which has welcomed film stars
and heads of state to its private beach
and nine acres of gardens. Visitors
shouldn’t miss Za Mariuccia, a perfect
seafood trattoria by Maratea’s port, with
amenu built round the morning’s catch,
tables overlooking the harbour, and
service that makes you feel like alocal.

1 returned to Matera by way of Ber-
nalda, half an hour’s drive from the sassi.
It was the town of Francis Ford Cop-
pola’s grandfather and the director has
reuxrnedtorenovamoneoﬁhehlgest

Palazzo ita. He
h:screatedacrossbetweenabouuque
Inev-

itably, there is a film theme and the

tobuildanew “upper”town  dering in the cobbled lanes, you find a lounge on the first floor can be
of elegant palaces and piazzas. The sassi ~ snakes-and-ladders world of lang slow transformed into a screening room. (It
sl o Levilikenedth dsudd is to Coppola’s credit that the classics of
(Kirkerholidays.com), whichoffersa  cave districts to Dante’s Inferno. Child Matera is proof that nowhere is  Italian cinema feature rather than his
tallor-made four-night frip, with mortality readled 44 per cent. Visiting  beyond the grasp of gentrification. The  own!
wita pointed out that the sassi were empty and derelict for 20 Back in Matera, I set off to explore
i knew few facilities or tools  years after the government cleared  some of the 150 early cave churches that
civita) and two at Palazzo beyondthose familiar to Neolithicman, ~ them in the 1950s, moving the inhabit- honeycomb the gorges beyond the
By Pk ﬂleﬂrxtmhavebummdlnmthesolt ants to new houses in the upper town’s mwn.AguidetookmeLothebesto(
D rock suburbs. Then the film-makersarrived.  these, La Cripta del Peccato
Inchiding car e, accommacdation, “Ten of us lived in this cave,” Eusta-  Pier Paolo Pasolini filmed The Gospel  (the Crypt of the Original Sin). It is the
personalised maps and refurn chio Rizzi told me. “But the donkeyhad  According to St Matthew (1964) in its  Sistine Chapel of cave churches.
flights from London fo Barl. the best place, at the back here. Her  ancient alleys and scores of others were Discovered in 1963 in a remote gorge,
name and sh fthe  drawn to the antique location, uncon-  the cave is decorated with frescoes
‘walking guides fo Matera, go fo family. Without a donkey, we would  taminated by the modernworld. Bythe  painted in the first half of the ninth cen-
. P htzmsoahlemsﬁltemubadtmmdm tury, 500 years before Giotto. The
A fellowin his sassi as monks P! the time
Rizzi has made a small museum of his lise the di qcharm of the Arab d851ADand
own past, recreating the cave that was ‘Today there are numerous bed and  for the next thousand years, it was used
his home for theﬁ:stzoyearsof hislife.  breakfasts, as well as shops, galleries  only by shepherds to stable their flocks
‘Withil its and and stylish private at night. The frescoes, which in flicker-
dressed mannequins and stuffed ani-  houses. Th luxury hotels. Le dlelight would have appeared to
mals, itis a sanitised recreation ofades-  Grotte della Civita occupies several mvve, are exqumte biblical scenes exe-
perate world that left deep scars. “Itwas  former cave houses and an isamix of
like living at the bottom of adeep well,”  chapel. There are four-poster beds with and Latin traditions. Young and beard-
e said. “We knew nothing of therestof  linen sheets, refectory tables that could  less, God creates the world, a sorrylook-
the world, and imagined it must all be  seat 20 monks, and freestanding baths  ing Adam and Eve clutch fig leaves to
like the sassi. We tilled oth s d by candles and toilet- their genitals while St Peter holds the

and tended other men’ livestock for a

ries. Breakfast is served in the chapel;

pittance. Wewerehkeslaves. 'you will find fresh ricotta by the altar
From the upper town — the i d the local h what might have
front of the mthedn] is agreatvamge once been a confessional grotto.
point—th p q But ilicata than the
tectural j ing d sassi of Matera. I headed west to the

keysof heaven.

‘And there, among the archangels and
the apostles, in the arms of a regal Vir-
gin, floating like a ghost on these old
‘walls, isthe infant Jesus. Christ, it seems,
did getto Basilicata afterall.
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