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The Earthquake in L’Aquila  
(April 6, 2009)
On April 6, 2009, L’Aquila and nearby villages and small towns 
in the Abruzzi were hard-hit by an earthquake of the magnitude 
6.3 on the Richter scale. The earthquake, felt throughout central 

Italy, damaged more than 10,000 buildings and displaced c. 25,000 
people. The regional capital of L’Aquila (c. 70,000 inhabitants) is 
situated in a valley of the Abruzzi approximately 85 km northwest 
of Rome. The town founded by Emperor Frederic II around 1240 
is still surrounded by walls from the 14th century. It has repeatedly 
been struck by earthquakes, for instance in 1703 when the medieval 
centre was largely destroyed and then rebuilt in the baroque style. 
During the earthquake of 2009 a considerable number of the town’s 
most important monuments were damaged, such as the baroque 
cathedral of S. Massimo and parts of the town wall. The dome of 

L’Aquila, Santa Maria del Suffragio, dome with temporary roof

L’Aquila, Santa Maria del Suffragio before the earthquake

L’Aquila, Santa Maria del Suffragio, the destroyed dome

L’Aquila, aerial view of the damaged cathedral

L’Aquila, the heavily damaged church of Santa Maria Paganica
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Santa Maria del Suffragio collapsed as well as the transept of the 
basilica of Santa Maria di Collemaggio, a church founded in 1280 
and used in 1294 for the coronation of Pope Celestine. In the sur-
rounding villages and towns serious damages were recorded, too: 
in the fortified village of Santo Stefano di Sessiano the Tower of 
Medici collapsed, as did the main altar of the baroque church of 
Sant’Angelo in the town of Celano. In spring 2010, one year after 
the earthquake, many buildings in the historic centre of L’Aquila 
are still in danger of imminent collapse and thus uninhabitable. The 
population there has protested against the very slow and halting 
reconstruction. 

Michael Petzet

Cagliari, Sardinia: Tuvixeddu,  
an Outstanding Punic Necropolis,  
Threatened by Building Developments 

In the past decades, the surroundings of Cagliari, regional capi-
tal of Sardinia, have suffered from a failed urban planning and 
unchecked housing speculation. Now, a doubtful building project 
is even threatening the Punic necropolis on the cragged hill of Tu-
vixeddu on the western edge of Cagliari. It is the largest necropo-

lis preserved in the Mediterranean dating back to the heyday of 
Carthage:

Campaigners fighting to save the Punic necropolis of Tuvixeddu 
at Cagliari in Sardinia from building developers have taken their 
case to the European Union. Tuvixeddu — which means “hills with 
small cavities” in the Sardinian language – contains thousands of 
Phoenician and Punic burial chambers from the 6th century BC. 
It has long been robbed of funerary objects, but some of its tombs 
retain their original paintings, including Ureo’s Tomb, named af-
ter a sacred serpent, and The Warrior’s Tomb, depicting a warrior 
throwing a spear. The Sardinian regional government took issue 
last year with the Cagliari municipal authorities for allowing build-
ers to encroach on the site to the point where “one of the most 
precious heritages of mankind is under threat” by issuing permits 
for the construction of 50 six-storey blocks of flats on the edge of 
the necropolis. The Cagliari council insists that its plan includes 
not only housing but also the creation of an “archaeological park 
and museum”. However, Maria Paola Morittu, of the heritage or-
ganisation Italia Nostra, said the building development would al-
ter further an ancient landscape that had already suffered greatly. 
(…) Ugo Cappellacci, leader of the regional government, agreed 
it would be “criminal to destroy Tuvixeddu”. He said that the au-
thorities were seeking a compromise and it had yet to be established 
whether there were still remains of the necropolis to be discovered 
in the area where construction work was being carried out. He also 
said that experts who had examined the site did not agree on this. 
However, campaigners said that since developers were given the 
go-ahead nine years ago, hundreds of hitherto unknown tombs had 
come to light. (…)

Richard Owen
“Sardinian marvel under threat”, in: The Times

23 June 2009

(see also Henning Clüver, “Der Gräberhügel als Spekulations- 
objekt”, in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, 21 July 2009)

Pompeii: Collapse of the  
“House of the Gladiators” (Schola  
Armaturarum Iuventus Pompeiani)

In a case study in the first volume of Heritage at Risk ICOMOS 
already drew attention to the devastating state of conservation of 
Pompeii (see H@R 2000, pp. 115–121):

Since 1997, when Pompeii became part of World Heritage as a 
unique example of life in a Roman city, hardly anything has hap-
pened in order to save it – in spite of the immense yearly income 
from the masses of tourists, who represent an additional burden to 
the Pompeian monuments that are in many cases not sufficiently 
protected. The ruins of the city buried by the eruption of the Ve-
suvius in 79 AD (…) have been exposed since excavations started 
nearly 250 years ago. Apart from damage to the ancient struc-
tures caused by the earthquake, the main reasons for the decay are 
the physical and climatic influences in the form of humidity and 
changes of temperature. The extreme decay of the famous Pompei-
an decorative paintings during the last decades, which is revealed 

L’Aquila, the Palazzo del Governo before the earthquake

The Palazzo del Governo after the earthquake
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by a comparison of the present state with old photographs, can 
be partly attributed to the use of unsuitable conservation mate-
rials, such as liquid glass, resin varnish and wax coatings, and 
furthermore to salt crystallisation as the result of damp walls. The 
latter is mainly caused by inadequate roofing, some of which have 
been built with modern materials like reinforced concrete – these 
materials often do more damage than good. The use of unsuitable 
building materials like concrete for restoration also contributes to 
an increase of salt damage. Finally, causes of decay are also gen-
eral neglect and vegetation that is not removed and thus breaks up 
the walls, as well as microbiological infestation from algae, fungi 
and lichen. (…) 

In order to have a lasting protection of the building structure in 
Pompeii a lot could already be achieved by technically necessary 
supporting constructions and by ceilings and roofs which are built 
according to historical techniques and therefore do not spoil the 
overall aesthetic appearance. Not only would the installation of an 
efficient restoration workshop be urgent, but also (…) [a team of] 
craftsmen who (…) would constantly do the necessary repairs (…).

The total neglect behind the facades presented to the tourists, the 
consequences of a lack of proper conservation and of a failure of 
the responsible state authorities, also a government that encour-
ages the privatisation of cultural properties, illegal development 
and speculation (see also “Italy, Cultural Heritage at Risk”, in: 

Heritage at Risk 2004/05, pp. 125 –129) were shown quite drasti-
cally by the photo documentation on Pompeii in Heritage at Risk 
2000: temporarily interrupted or abandoned conservation meas-
ures, rotting remains of provisional wooden supports still in place 
since the earthquake of 1980, collapsed roofs or parts of ceiling 
constructions, ruined wall paintings, Roman mosaic floors crushed 
by tourists, etc. 

While in Herculaneum the state of conservation, which was 
discussed in the second volume of our World Report (see H@R 
2001/02, pp. 120 –123), seems to have improved thanks to a well 
organised conservation programme, Pompeii’s state of conserva-
tion continues to be disastrous. This is a huge scandal that once 
again became evident when on 6 November 2010 the House of the 
Gladiators (domus dei gladiatori) collapsed, which did not only 
cause outrage on a national level (see the following articles in Cor-
riere della Sera of 7 November 2010 on the collapse of the “scuola 
dei gladiatori”).	 

See also detailed articles by Henning Klüver, “Nichts dazugelernt / 
Durch die Kommerzialisierung von Ausgrabungsstätten wie Pom-
peji gefährdet Italien den Erhalt seiner Kulturgüter“, in: Süddeut-
sche Zeitung, 12 November 2010; Samuel Vitali “Einstürzende 
Altertümer / Italiens gebautes Erbe ist zum Spielball der Regierung 
Berlusconi geworden”, in: Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 19 November 
2010.

Cagliari, Sardinia, the Punic necropolis of Tuvixeddu (photo: Dir. reg. Beni Culturali e Paesaggistica della Sardegna)
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