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Welcome to Monticchio Lakes,  
a protected nature reserve and archeological site of significance. The area is situated in the 

ancient caldera of Vulture, a volcano which has been dormant for more than 130,000 years. 

 

 
 

The museum  
 

The Museum of Natural History of Vulture is housed in St. Michael’s Abbey and occupies               

the 1st, 2nd and part of the 3rd floor of the 4-floor building. The Church and Cave dedicated                  

to the archangel Michael are located on the 4th floor.  

 

The ancient building is located where, from the 10th to the mid-11th centuries, some              

Basilian monks of the Oriental Rite resided. They founded a “laura” designating the Great              

Cave a Sanctuary to St. Michael. At a meeting of a Council held at Melfi in 1059, Pope Nicholas II                    

came to Monticchio and consecrated the Sanctuary and the small Byzantine-styled niche according to              

the Roman Catholic Rite. 

In the 17th century, the Abbey was occupied by the Capuchins friars, who stayed there until 13th                 

August 1886, when all the religious corporations were suppressed and their properties were             

confiscated by the state. 

Only thanks to the Concordat, a part of the Badia (the church and some annexed spaces) was returned                  

to the Church. 
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The Museum tells the story of the volcano. The set-up is designed to undertake a journey                

backwards in time: from the present back to the earthquakes and explosions which led to the                

formation of the first volcanic cone about 750,000 years ago. 

Along this tour, you will be guided by the         

Muses of Nature, namely Fauna, Flora and       

Gea.  

The Museum is located in the natural       

environment about which it talks: through      

its windows or from its terraces you may        

observe many of the characters of the       

narrated story. 

 

First level   

 

The path of the Human Being 
 

This section of the museum is dedicated to the human presence in the area of Vulture.                

Undoubtedly, the most important events in its history were the cenoby, the worship and the               

devotion to the archangel Michael. In the period        

following the unification of Italy, the long-standing       

presence of the Capuchins friars in Monticchio ceased,        

also probably because of the “hospitality” they provided        

to Carmine Crocco, the famous so-called “general” of        

brigands. The Capuchin friars were the ones who began         

the construction of St. Michael’s Abbey in the 17th         

century and finished the works between the end of the          

18th and the beginning of the 19th century.  

Earlier, the Benedictines had built St. Hippolytus’ Abbey according to the original Byzantine style in               

the spit of land between the two lakes. From the 13th to the 15th centuries the abbey became an                   

important monumental complex placed in the heart of a vibrant commercial area. This caused              

unavoidable discord even amongst the members of the abbatial community. After the            
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subsequent spiritual and economic collapse, the situation was aggravated by the destruction            

of the building caused by the earthquake of December 5th 1456. 

 

Fauna’s route  
 

Frederick II Hohenstaufen drew inspiration from the area of          

Vulture to write his work “De arte venandi cum avibus”.  

In woods and plains he catched predatory birds which he later           

trained to hunt.  

Many of the bears used in Ancient Roman Circuses came from           

this natural area which was at the intersection of the Appian way            

and the Erculea way. Some archeological excavations have        

brought to light a huge amount of fossils which show an amazing            

and interesting variety of extinct wildlife. 

Some deers are depicted by a Mesolithic hunter in the          

archeological site of “Serra Pisconi”. During Late Pleistocene, elephants, hippopotamus and           

saber-toothed tigers dwelt in this area simultaneously with the Man of Atella, one of the first                

hominids to hunt large animals.  

 

Flora’s route  
 

The biodiversity of flora is extraordinary in the area. You may           

turn some of the pages of the Herbal of Vulture which you will             

find on three lecterns. The numerous trees, shrubs, herbaceous and          

medicinal rare plants form part of the rich natural habitats along           

the slopes of the Volcano. Right on this mountain, a species, the            

Dianthus Vulturius, was described for the first time by Tenore and Gussone, two renowned              

academics from Naples. 
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The Aquarium and Gea’s route 
 

Travelling from Salerno to Mount Vulture, the two Neapolitan botanists mentioned in the             

previous paragraph were amazed by a little fish later called Alborella Vulturina. In the              

Aquarium there are aquatic plants and fishes which are native to the two lakes.  

Gea’s route is dedicated to the origins and the         

eruptions of the volcano. While passing through       

this section, you will leave your footprints as        

you did long time ago... in Lateoli.  

Then you will get the chance to observe a rock          

collection and to visit two graves and a Basilian         

cave. Nearby, in another cave, you will watch a         

little video fragment which will allow you to        

discover a bit more about the life of caveman who lived over 600,000 years ago in Vulture. 

 

Second level 

 

Habitats and collections 
 

At the end of an iron stair, you will reach the floor of the museum dedicated to the natural                   

environments of Vulture formed within the last 100,000 years of the dormant volcano. 

Each space of this section highlights a precious biodiversity which is accordingly protected,             

preserved and safeguarded nowadays. The museum displays part of its copious collections. 

The panels describe in detail some topics and phenomena such as the phytoclimatic change              

and the findings offered by the pollen found in the sediment layers at the bottom of the Big                  

Lake.  

Thanks to a touch screen display you may learn more about the habitat and the rare species of                  

the area which need protection. In addition, some further finds, a xylotheque and two              

telescopes directed at the lakes will allow you to be in contact with the Nature just beyond                 

the museum walls.  
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The cradle of the Brahmaea moth 
 

An exclusive space is devoted to Brahmaea, the moth to which the            

museum is dedicated. This small creature can only be found in           

Vulture area, but it is special for many other reasons as well. In fact,              

it is a living fossil from the Miocene era. It is an ancient lepidoptera              

still living in a little wood of Vulture which miraculously survived           

extinction. Its story is told in two rooms: the first one focuses on the              

men who studied and protected it, while the second one focuses on            

its antique charm.  

 

The bookshop 
 

In the bookshop at the end of the tour, the visitors can find out more about the area and plan                    

further visits and trips out of the museum thanks to a touch screen display. 

 

Third level 

 

Educational workshops 
 

A spacious and well-equipped area is dedicated to workshops for school children and             

associations. Educational workshops for schools groups can be booked by contacting the            

museum and specifying the area of interest. Moreover, you may find several reviews and              

books about the history and  the nature of Vulture at our library. 
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Fourth level 

 

The Big Cave 
 

“The high cave of Vulture by the carter” can be visited inside the church. Here, in 9th                 

century, the Basilian monks devoted themselves to the worship of St. Michael. They were              

probably the ones who placed the frescoed niche containing the “Deesis” (the prayer) into              

the big “laura”. In the fresco, Jesus Christ is placed          

exactly in the center of the representation and is         

portrayed bigger than the Holy Virgin and Saint        

John. Remains of an antique mosaic with       

geometric pattern made of white stones and molten        

rocks were found on the facade and on a staircase          

that leads to the niche.  

The Friars Minor, who reside in the convent of St.          

Anthony located in Melfi, have been serving the parish of Monticchio for quite a while now,                

after several years of closure for restoration.  

 

Out of the abbey 

The Natural Regional Reserve of the Small Monticchio Lake  

 

Brigand Carmine Crocco’s little caves 
 

The trek of approximately 1 km (0.6 miles) in length requires a            

medium level of fitness because of the lie of the land which is             

demanding especially for its slope. It starts at 732 m above the sea             

level and ends at more than 800 m. It takes approximately 1 hour.             

6 

http://www.museodelvulture.it/


 

www.museodelvulture.it 

  

You will be able to see the caldera in its entirety from a breathtaking perspective.  

Mind your step and arm yourself with a solid walking stick! 

 

St. Hippolytus’ Abbey 
 

Another short trek, easier than the previous one, leads you down to the caldera between the                

two lakes. From here, you can admire the antique ruins of           

St. Hippolytus’ Abbey, which was both Basilian and        

Benedictine. Four floor levels of the bell tower have been          

recently reconstructed. From a terrace, accessible through        

an interior staircase, you will able to see the two waters:           

the Big Lake and the Small Lake.  
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Visit our website and our social channels! 

 Find out more about the many activities  

available to school groups and associations! 

 

 

Museum info 
Ph. and fax 0972 731028 - info@museodelvulture.it 

 

Monticchio Info 
● The parish of St. Michael's Abbey 0972 239464 

● The State Forestry Corp - Control station 0972 731031 

● Provincial Police 0972 720174 

● Police Station - Atella 0972 725001 

● Provincial Civil Protection 800 595812 

● Common emergency telephone number 112 

● Forest fire emergency 1515 

● Environmental emergency 1525 

● Fire department 115 

● Emergency care (at night and on holidays) 0972 715004 

● Emergency Medical Service 118 
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MAP 
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Fourth level - Church and Cave:   Big Cave of St. Michael 

 

 

 

www.provincia.potenza.it 

 

 

 

REGIONE BASILICATA 
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