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The Roman villa of Positano (southern Italy): preliminary mineralogical study of 
various archaeological findings 

Balassone G.1, Campanelli A.2, Di Maio G.3, Iannelli M.A.2, De Bonis A.1, Di Benedetto C.1, Graziano S.F.1,  
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Corresponding email: balasson@unina.it 

Keywords: Roman villa, Positano, Julio-Claudian age, pyroclasts, artifacts 

At Positano, the renowned town of the Amalfi coast (Salerno province), a Roman villa was found beneath the church 
of Santa Maria Assunta. It likely dates back to I century BC - I century AD (Julio-Claudian age) and belonged to the 
freedman Posides Claudi Caesaris, from whose the town might probably derive the name (Della Corte, 1936). The villae 
were prestigious residences disseminated as status symbol of the wealthy Roman people all around the coastal areas of 
the Campania region (i.e. Vesuvian villae; Maiuri, 1955. Guzzo & Guidobaldi, 2008). During the 79 AD eruption of the 
Vesuvius the residence was suddenly destroyed and covered by a volcanoclastic debris flow more than 10 m thick, 
composed of a mass of gray ashes with large amount of high-porosity welded pumices. During the Middle age, 
Benedictine monks built an abbey on the same site of the Posides’ villa, then transformed in the present church dedicate 
to the Virgin. At the beginning of the 2000, the Archaeological Superintendence started the recovery of the overlying 
Benedictine crypts and extended the excavation and recovery also downward to the villa remains. Inside the crypts it was 
possible to unearth, descending in the villa from tiles roof till to mosaic pavement, a luxurious triclinio. Imprints of holes 
related to large wood poles (now replaced with plaster casts), as well as fragments of the roof, coffered ceiling, doors and 
other wooden remains were found embedded in the volcanoclastic mud. Tuff walls are decorated with fine plasters, 
polychrome frescoes of excellent painters, with hippocampus, eagle poised upon a globe, Pegasus and Cupids. These 
lively compositions are basically made by some colors, like the “Pompeian” red, blue and yellow ochre. This work reports 
a preliminary archaeometric study of various artifacts from the Positano villa, represented by plasters, fresco fragments, 
tile and other materials. Small but representative samples of the different findings were analyzed, in order to reach our 
characterization scopes and to provide useful information on probable future restoration activities. The analytical 
techniques used for mineralogical and petrographic study are: optical and stereoscopic studies on thin sections, modal 
analysis, X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD), scanning electron microscopy analysis (SEM) and energy-dispersion X-ray 
spectroscopy (EDS). Data concerning the composition of the artifacts and manufacturing techniques will be reported and 
compared with the reference literature. 
	
Della Corte M. 1936. Posides Claudi Caesaris libertus – Positano da Posidetanum? Rivista Indo-greca-Italica, 20, 67-73 
Guzzo P.G. & Guidobaldi M.P. 2007. Nuove ricerche archeologiche nell'area vesuviana (scavi 2003-2006). Atti Conv. Int. Roma 1-3 febbraio, L’Erma 

di Bretschneider, 629 p. 
Maiuri A. 1955. Le vicende dei monumenti antichi della costa amalfitana e sorrentina alla luce delle recenti alluvioni. Rend. Acc. Arch. Lett. Belle Arti 

Napoli, XXIX, 87-98. 
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