
INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION OF IDEAS FOR THE SPATIAL REORGANISATION OF THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ARAGONESE CASTLE OF ISCHIA

History of the Aragonese Castle of Ischia. 

There are many hypotheses about the first settlement in the Castle. The most fascinating one is the hypothesis by the French historian Philippe Champault, who identifies the Castle with the residence of King Alcinous described in Homer's Odyssey. Even though several scholars consider this hypothesis completely unfounded, it is nonetheless the mostly remembered one because of the legendary aura it endows to the origins of the fortress.

The actual history of the Castle - the one based as much as possible on scientific grounds -starts with Hieron I of Syracuse, who built a fortress on the small island. In 474 BC, he helped the Cumans in the war against the Etruscans. After having won the battle that took place in the waters in front of the current area of Lacco Ameno, Hieron I received as a reward the Ischia island and the Castle. At the beginning of the Middle Ages, the Castle was called Castrum Gironis and therefore many people considered the term Gironis as a confirmation that it was Hieron’s fortress. As a matter of fact, this hypothesis, too, has been refuted in various ways and the term Gironis has been given many different interpretations, including the one by Giorgio Buchner according to whom it indicated the walls surrounding the ancient Castle. Since there are no archaeological finds, there is no certain evidence that the Castle was built by Hieron, even though the history of what happened in those years make this hypothesis the most plausible one.

In 315 BC, after having defeated the Samnites, the Romans founded in Ischia the town of Aenaria, which replaced the ancient Greek town of Pithekoussai. Even in this case there is no certain evidence of it, but it is clear that the Romans used the Castle as defensive citadel and built some houses in it. In the Roman town there were some metal processing works whose traces can still be seen on the depths of the bay in front of the Aragonese Castle and this is probably the reason why the town was given the name of Aenaria, from the Latin aenum (metal).

In 150 AD, the eruption of the Montagnone volcano caused terrible earthquakes that made Aenaria sink into the sea and detached the Castle from the rest of the island. In the following centuries, both the island and the Castle were subject to barbarian invasions: in 410 AD by Alaric, King of Visigoths, and in 574 AD by Alboin, King of the Lombards.

At the beginning of the Middle Ages, the Aragonese Castle was already called insula minor (smaller island) to distinguish it from the actual island called insula major (bigger island). At the beginning of the 7th century, the Saracen pirates repeatedly attacked and plundered the island but, despite several attempts, they never managed to conquer the Castle.

Around the year 1000, Castrum Gironis slowly started to look like a real town, playing the double role of fortress and town that would be mostly exalted by Alfonso I, King of Aragon. In that same period, the village of Borgo di Celsa developed in front of the Castle, which was so called (“morus celsa” meaning “mulberry” in Latin) because of the cultivation of mulberry used for growing silkworms. According to Vincenzo Onorato, the first archbishop’s see was established in Ischia already at the beginning of the 11th century. In that same period, the first Cathedral was also built inside the Castle, which would later become the crypt of the new Cathedral built in the 12th century.

In 1134 Ischia and the Castle were occupied by the Norman prince Roger II and in 1137, after the fall of the Neapolitan duchy, the island passed under the rule of the Normans. Other Norman kings followed Roger II but then, due to the lack of heirs, the Kingdom of Sicily and Naples passed first under Tancredi and then under Henry VI of Swabia, husband of Roger II’s daughter Constance of Altavilla. Henry VI understood the advantages offered by the strategic position of the Ischia island and the Aragonese Castle that he used as base for the conquest of Naples and Sicily.

In 1214 Naples, Ischia and the Castle passed under the rule of Henry VI’s son Frederick of Swabia, who strengthened the defensive structures of the Castrum Gironis. In that period, the Castle became the political centre of the Ischia island as well as the seat of the public institutions and the residence of the local noble families (Mellusi, Bulgari, Salvacossa, Monti, Cossa, Talaricia). In the following years, the Castle and the whole Ischia island were tragically involved in the struggles between the Swabians and the Angevins first and then between the Angevins and the Aragonese.

Due to its strategic importance, the fortress was always the main objective of the warring factions. The Angevins built their port, which reached highest splendour after their final victory in 1299, on the remains of the ancient Roman town of Aenaria. The Angevins also built both the first bridge connecting the Castle to the insula major and the Keep on the highest part of the small island, which would be later strengthened and enlarged by Alfonso of Aragon in the first half of the 15th century. At first the Keep, built by Charles II of Anjou, served just as military fortress for the control of the whole Gulf of Naples since it was very easy to defend as the only access was an external staircase, whose remains are still visible, that could be manned by a small squad of soldiers.

With the construction of the Cathedral and the bishop’s palace, the Castle became the capital of the whole island. Many noble families settled in the Castle and built there beautiful mansions. Among them it is to mention the family of Giovanni Cossa, who became famous for having given birth to Baldassare Cossa that would later become Antipope Joseph XXIII. An impressive mausoleum inside the Castle’s Cathedral was named after Giovanni Cossa. Even though it was destroyed by the English in 1800, some remains were saved and used to build the Baptistery of the new Cathedral in Ischia Ponte, where they can still be seen.

In the first half of the 15th century, the Angevins were definitely defeated by the Aragonese that turned Castrum Gironis into an impregnable fortress in war times and a royal residence for parties and balls in peace times. From that moment on, the housing settlement on the small island and the residence-fortress of the Aragonese Kings constituted an indivisible unit called Aragonese Castle. Under the Aragonese rule, the Castle reached highest splendour, becoming one of the most important literary coteries in Italy under the careful and enlightened leadership of Costanza d'Avalos and Vittoria Colonna. 
Alfonso I of Aragon understood the strategic importance of the Castle and thus prepared a plan for an attack from the sea. With great cunning, he managed to quickly conquer the fortress and obtain the admiration and esteem of the entire population by forgiving all his opponents. The final conquest of the Kingdom of Naples by Alfonso of Aragon took place on 12 June 1442.

Alfonso I’s faithful companions moved to the Castle, giving origin to the class of the island patricians that replaced the ancient medieval families.

Among all the families that followed the king to Naples, the most important, noblest and most skilled in the military and literary field was certainly the d'Avalos family, which ruled the Castle for two centuries. Alfonso gave a strong personal touch to the development and improvement of the Aragonese Castle whose signs can still be seen today despite the overlapping of other buildings in the following centuries. The Aragonese king strengthened its defensive works to have a safe refuge in case of riots in the rest of the kingdom and turned the keep into a nice royal residence and a coterie for artists and men of letters.

The real mistress of the Castle was undoubtedly Alfonso’s lover Lucrezia d'Alagno, a commoner from Torre del Greco who had managed to conquer the king with her beauty and simplicity. Before dying, Alfonso gave her the feud of the Ischia island including the Castle that was then ruled by Giovanni Torella, husband of Lucrezia’s sister Antonia d'Alagno. When the Aragonese king died, Torella sided with the Angevins and refused to give the fortress to its legitimate owner. 

Alfonso I had designated his natural son Ferdinand I as heir of the Kingdom of Naples. After a two-year siege, Ferdinand I managed to conquer the Castle and drive out Giovanni Torella. Under the rule of Ferdinand I, who guaranteed the Aragonese privileges only to those that settled in the Castle, the Castle became populated and turned into a real town. That was the period of highest splendour in the history of the Aragonese Castle, well symbolized by the charismatic figure of Vittoria Colonna. 

Ferdinand I was followed by his son Alfonso II, who however ruled for a very short time. After less than one year, driven by pope Alexander VI and fearing Charles VIII that was getting closer and closer, he abdicated in favour of his son Ferdinand II, called Ferrandino. Ferdinand II did not manage to oppose Charles VIII, who reached the Castle of Ischia; however, Giusto della Candida, Governor of the Castle, had promised the fortress to the French and thus prevented the Aragonese king from entering. Outraged by the betrayal, the Ischia population assaulted the Castle and allowed Ferdinand II to enter, who killed Giusto della Candida. A negotiation between Ferrandino and Charles VIII was attempted but failed, and so the Aragonese king reached his father Alfonso II in Messina, leaving the Aragonese Castle in the hands of the faithful princes Innico and Costanza d'Avalos. With great courage, they managed to fend off the attack by Ludovico Sforza, called “The Moor”, who had been sent by Charles VIII to conquer the Castle. When he knew that the Italian princes had allied themselves against him, Charles VIII returned to France and left the field clear to Ferdinand II, who went back first to Ischia and then to Naples. Ferrandino died at the age of 29, leaving the kingdom in the hands of his uncle Frederick of Aragon, Alfonso II’s younger brother.
Charles VIII was followed by Louis XII, who immediately tried to conquer back the Kingdom of Naples. Frederick asked for help to Ferdinand the Catholic, King of Spain. However, the kings of France and Spain agreed to share out the Kingdom of Naples between them, ignoring Frederick of Aragon’s position. Frederick took refuge in the Castle and, when he became aware of his inferiority, he preferred to compromise with the French rather than go into shameful exile at his treacherous relatives in Spain. By irony of destiny, the glorious age of the Aragonese family ended on the Castle of Ischia, right there from where, with Alfonso I the Magnanimous, they had started out. Innico and Costanza d'Avalos refused to hand over the Castle, while the attacks by the French were fruitless. The agreement between the French and the Spaniards, however, did not last long. The Spaniards prevailed and so the Ischia island and the Aragonese Castle passed under the rule of Spain. 

One of the most important events during the Renaissance period was the marriage between Ferrante d'Avalos, marquis of Pescara, and Vittoria Colonna, who belonged to an ancient and powerful Roman family. 

The church wedding took place on 27 December 1509 in the Castle’s Cathedral, with great magnificence and solemnity. Soon after the wedding, the couple moved to Naples but, whenever Ferrante sent off to war, Vittoria returned to the Castle of Ischia, where Costanza d'Avalos was waiting for her. There she dedicated herself to poetry and created around her charismatic figure a very renowned literary coterie, which also included poets like Bernardo Tasso, a sonnet of whom has been passed down which describes the beauty of the island and the Aragonese Castle: 

Superbo scoglio, altero e bel ricetto

di tanti chiari eroi, d’imperatori,

onde raggi di gloria escon fuori

ch’ogni altro lume fan scuro e negletto.

Se per vera virtude, al ver perfetto

salir si puote ed agli eterni amori,

questi più d’altre degne alme e migliori

v’andran, che chiudi nel petroso petto.

Il lume è in te dell’armi; in te s’aconde

casta beltà, valore e cortesia,

quanto mai vide il tempo e diede il cielo.

Ti sian secondi i fatti, e’l vento e l’onde

rendami onore, e l’aria tua natia

abbia sempre temprato il caldo e il gelo.

Bernardo Tasso

In November 1525, after the death of her mother, father and brother, Vittoria Colonna received a letter from Ferrante informing her that he was in bad health. She immediately left to reach him but, when she was close to Viterbo, she received the news of his death. She thus returned to the Castle of Ischia where she remained almost consecutively until 1536, turning to letters and poetry. Even though in those years she met Michelangelo Buonarroti and certainly had a great influence on his genius, it is not true that the artist stayed in the Guevara Tower in front of the Castle, which is still today called Michelangelo Tower. Vittoria Colonna died in Rome at the age of 57, in the convent of the Benedictine Sisters of St. Anne, on 23 February 1547. 

During the Saracen raids that brought destruction and death all over the island, the Ischia people took refuge in the Castle, which the pirates never managed to conquer.
Once there was no need to defend oneself any more and that artistic and literary coterie that had made the fortress its prestigious seat had disappeared, the Castle of Ischia started to depopulate and lose its importance and was progressively left to itself.

The Castle had the highest number of inhabitants in the 16th century, that is in the period of highest splendour of the fortress. According to some sources, there were 1892 “fires”. Then the population rapidly decreased. According to parish registries, in 1637 there were only 250 people. The decrease in the castle’s population was due to the achievement of political stability as well as to the islanders’ impelling need to find new land to work. As a matter of fact, the Castle was a perfect stronghold for military defence, but unsuitable to satisfy the daily needs of its inhabitants in peace times. Ischia people thus scattered all over the island to carry out more directly their agricultural and fishing activities. It is highly likely that the last ones to abandon the Castle were the noble families and the public institutions. At the end of the 18th century, even though it was no longer the centre of the economic and social life of the island, the Castle still housed the bishop’s palace and the Cathedral.

A significant figure in the 17th-century history of the Castle was Carlo Gaetano Calosirto, who would become St. John-Joseph of the Cross, patron saint of the Ischia island, who was born in Borgo di Celsa and lived in the fortress. 

In 1655, the little Carlo contracted plague and so his mother decided to carry him to the Church of Madonna della Libera on the Castle. While going up, in the access gallery in front of the Chapel of St. Leonard, Carlo suddenly recovered. For this reason, that Chapel was later dedicated to St. John-Joseph and every year, on the anniversary of his death occurred on 5 March 1734, a mass is celebrated in remembrance of the Patron Saint.
When Charles II of Spain died in 1700, the Kingdoms of Naples and Sicily passed under the rule of the emperor of Austria Charles VI. Little is known about the history of the Castle in that period, because probably the Austrians only managed what already existed.

On 20 February 1734, the Spanish general Montemar conquered back the island and the Castle on behalf of the infant Charles III and, through a series of tax relief measures and forgiveness measures for the supporters of the Austrian government, won the approval of the population.

In the first decades of the 18th century, only few public buildings of the Castle were inhabited, like the Keep, used as military fortress and prison for common criminals, the Cathedral of Assunta, the bishop’s palace and the convent of S. Maria della Consolazione of the Clarisse sisters.

The depopulation of the Castle was also caused by the building of the Seminary in Borgo di Celsa. It often happened that, even on the most solemn occasions, the masses in the Cathedral could not be celebrated because the canons could not reach the Castle due to rains and heavy seas that prevented them from crossing the bridge. Canons thus asked the king to allow the Augustinians to use the abandoned bishop’s palace and the Cathedral on the Castle and to be given in exchange the monastery and the annexed church of S. Maria La Scala in the centre of Borgo di Celsa. That request was satisfied only in 1810. 

The political disorders at the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century cancelled all traces of the past splendour of the Castle and marked the final end of Renaissance pomp. After the Bourbon restoration occurred soon after the creation of the Parthenopean Republic in 1799, the Castle became a political prison.

At the beginning of 1806, the French occupied the islands of Ischia and Procida and Napoleon’s brother Joseph became King of Naples, replaced in 1808 by Joachim Murat.
In 1809 fierce struggles took place between the Anglo-Bourbon and the French forces, which caused severe damage. After a heroic resistance, the Castle had to surrender. The Bourbon soldiers occupied the Castle for some days and then inexplicably abandoned it again. Those harsh attacks had reduced the Castle to rubble and, with the secularization decree of 7 August 1809 by Joachim Murat, even the sixteen Clarisse sisters left had to abandon the Castle.
Following the Congress of Vienna, Ferdinand IV returned to Naples with the title of Ferdinand I, King of the Two Sicilies, and drew up a plan for the restoration and strengthening of the fortress on the Castle in order to have a safe refuge in case of future political disorders. However, that plan was never carried out and just little and ineffective maintenance was performed.  Since it could no longer perform defensive functions due to its bad conditions, the Fortress was later turned into a residence for old retired soldiers.

In 1823 Ferdinand I turned the Castle into a place of detention for persons serving a life sentence and in 1825 his son Francis I turned it even into a prison for statutory crimes. In 1851 the prison was transformed into a place of detention for political convicts, including, among others, Michele Pironti, Carlo Poerio, Nicola Nisco, Silvio Spaventa and other people that had opposed the Bourbon power.
On 6 September 1860 Garibaldi arrived in Naples and took control of it on behalf of Victor Emmanuel II. The political prison was closed and Ischia joined the Kingdom of Italy. In 1874 the State Property Administration transferred the Castle to the general prison administration, which turned it into a penal colony for statutory crimes. However, the Town Council of Ischia asked very soon for the elimination of the colony due to the inconveniences and problems caused by the presence of prisoners. In 1980 the Ministry abolished the colony, the buildings were transferred back to the State Property Administration and the cultivable land was given back to the Military Orphanage. On 8 June 1912, by private treaty, the State Property Administration sold all the buildings still existing on the Castle by auction. From that moment on, the Castle belonged to private individuals that restored and managed it.

Recent history of the Castle.

As it can be seen from its history, the Castle has been playing a major role since ancient times, either as defensive stronghold or as real citadel or as venue of literary and artistic coteries of international renown. However, the Castle plays still today, at the beginning of the 21st century, a prominent role as symbol of the whole Ischia island. Every icon and brand concerning the island display its image and its unmistakable shape identifies any product as made in Ischia. 

The recent history of the Castle is very articulated and interesting, as it was in the past. The Aragonese Castle of Ischia was sold by auction by the State Property Administration to a private individual that turned it into his residence and started to restore all the historical buildings and remains left after the destruction and neglect of the recent past. In 1967, the Italian Government, and in particular the Ministry for Education, imposed a total building ban on the whole Castle as national monument (see Italian act no. 1089/39).

The heirs of the first buyer carried on the difficult and expensive restoration works, except one of them, who transferred his share – the Keep – to a company based in Naples and managed by the architect Ezio De Felice, who drew up a plan for the restoration and adjustment of the spaces for cultural purposes. The project was approved by the Superintendency of cultural heritage of Naples, but, during its execution, it was partly disregarded in order to build some residential units to be sold to private individuals. The works were stopped and, after a long series of trials, they still have not yet restarted.

In the other parts of the Castle, the owners are going on with the revitalisation of the castle, promoting restoration works and cultural events, despite many economic and bureaucratic problems often based on cynical political interest. In the 1980s there was the last violent and thankfully ineffectual attempt by the town council to expropriate the Aragonese Castle in order to create some hundreds of jobs for its custody, which is today effectively performed by about thirty employees. By rejecting the expropriation attempt, the magistrates showed the real town council’s objectives of political patronage and protected the honourable work of these private individuals that, with great efforts, ensure the preservation and use of this valuable historical and architectural monument by thousands of tourists.

However, in addition to the restoration of its structures, the most important task is to keep the Castle alive. It is not just an exhibition of historical finds, but rather a lively historical property whose energy helps understanding both the past and the future. Today the Castle no longer shows the frenetic activities of a defensive stronghold or the tumultuous daily life of the 1,800 families that once lived and met there, but rather an incomparable quiet and peaceful atmosphere. Nowadays the Castle houses exhibitions of ancient and contemporary art, is studied by several historians and is visited by thousands of tourists.

The 18th-century paintings portraying the island by Hackert (coming from the museum of Capodimonte) face the stuccoes of the Church of Immacolata, the bottles by Morandi are surrounded by the unmistakable light of the castle’s spaces, the sculptures by Manzù mirror in the century-old patina of the ancient walls, the notes by Mozart, Vivaldi and Strauss echo in the ancient Cathedral. 

Art dialogues with the Castle and makes it lively. After having played so many roles, the castle acts once again as preferred interlocutor of all forms of art, showing how its presence is essential to the balance of the whole surrounding ‘kingdom’. 
Presence of the Castle for Ischia people.

The Aragonese Castle is certainly an important symbol for the whole Ischia island and it is thus interesting to analyze more deeply its relationship with the Ischia people. Such a relationship is very strong for the inhabitants of Borgo di Celsa that face every day its enormous dimensions, but is also felt by all the other inhabitants of the island. Many Ischia people lived the Castle during their childhood and unconsciously dialogued with the stones of the past, recognising their ancient roots. The castle’s magic has entranced the souls of those Ischia people that still today talk of it to foreigners as if it were a family friend that they love and respect. 

In the daily life of the village, those people walk every day along the Aragonese pier up to the foot of the Castle, as if they needed to touch it to make sure that it still exists. Indeed, when they are asked why they repeat every day this ritual, they witfully answer: “to see whether the Castle is still there…!”
However, the most significant look is the old fishermen’s one. Now away from the sea due to their age and signs of a hard life full of sacrifices, they spend most of the day seated by the Aragonese pier in front of the Castle, which served as signal and reference point when far away in the middle of the sea. They often tell how, moving away from the coast, looking at the Castle in a certain way and making reference to other points, you could certainly find an area richer in fish than others. The proud tone of the old fishermen when telling about the Castle shows very clearly the strong link between the local people and this rock and its identification as symbol of protection and inheritance of a prestigious past.

It is really curious that today in stormy days, when the Castle and the Pier proudly defend themselves against the high sea waves, dozens of people flock to the quays of Ischia Ponte and most of them bear the surname of those that in the 15th century arrived from Spain to settle in the Castle together with Alfonso of Aragon.

Presence of the Castle in local feasts and religious rites.

The Castle is often a protagonist of local feasts, like the Feast of St. Anne (26 July), the celebration of the mass on the anniversary of St. John-Joseph of the Cross’ death (5 March), patron saint of the Ischia island, and the representation of the Via Crucis on Good Friday.
The Feast of St. Anne, which takes place in the homonymous bay on the night of the 26 July, is certainly the most suggestive feast on the island for the setting and the originality of the parade of decorated rafts in the waters in front of the small church dedicated to the saint. The highlight of the feast is the so-called “Castle’s fire”: red dust on fire simulates a real fire in the darkness of the night, evoking the terrible attacks by Saracen pirates that brought so much destruction and death to the Ischia people.

St. John-Joseph (whose real name was Carlo Gaetano Calosirto) lived in the Aragonese Castle where a series of events occurred that clearly showed that he was a Saint. Among them, it is to mention in particular the miraculous healing from the plague after his mother’s prayers in front of the chapel of St. Leonard – today’s chapel of St. John-Joseph – located in the access gallery to the Castle, which had been excavated by order of Alfonso of Aragon.

Every year, on the anniversary of the patron saint’s death, a mass is celebrated there. Hundreds and hundreds of Ischia people participate in it, silently occupying this stretch of the gallery. The Saint’s presence in the Castle undoubtedly represents another element of the most recent history that strengthens the link between the Ischia people and the fortress.

A most recent habit is the representation of the Via Crucis along the route from the Cathedral in Ischia Ponte to the Cathedral of the Aragonese Castle. The rite acquires a particular meaning because for some moments the ancient Cathedral of the Town of Ischia fulfils once again its function. As a matter of fact, it was only after the destruction by the English at the beginning of the 19th century that the Cathedral was moved from the Castle to its current place in the Augustinian church of S. Maria della Scala in Borgo di Celsa. 

The Via Crucis is a very fascinating representation consisting of a procession of people walking up the Castle’s roads in silence and by candlelight until reaching the remains of the Cathedral. There, standing on the remains of the high altar and wearing its precious embroidered canonicals, the Bishop seems to evoke the beautiful stuccoes, the rich marble decorations, the bas-reliefs and monuments that covered the church in the period of highest splendour of the Aragonese Castle of Ischia.
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