


THE PUTRIDARIUM (Scolatoi)

The Putridarium, also commonly know as colatoio or scolatoio, is generally located in the 
crypt placed under the floor of the churches.
The dead were placed on these chairs carved in the rock, which had a large central hole 
and  a  container  below,  called  cantero,  intended  to  collect  human  fluid  during  the 
decomposition process.
Once the process of drying the bodies was finished, the bones were collected, washed 
and transferred to the final burial of the ossuary.  In some cases there were shelves on 
which the skulls of the deceased were displayed. 

In  the  Putridarium the constant  change in  the external  appearance of  the corpse was 
intended to visually symbolize the different stages of painful "purification" that the soul of 
the dead faced on its way to eternity, supported by the incessant prayers of the brothers 
or sisters. 
During the drying process, the "schiattamorto" was in charge of accelerating decomposition 
and monitoring the state of the body, using a specific tool. 
Linked in some aspects to the ancient belief of the "double death" and the practice of 
"double burial", in Italy the custom of putridarium spread mainly in the south, where it is 
also known by the generic term of "mummification chambers" or "seated strainers", and in 
particular in the area of Naples, with the name of "cantarelle". 

IN THE SOUTH... 
...the rite of draining was highly appreciated and widespread, even if it remained almost 
exclusive to nobles and ecclesiastics. Especially in Naples, the drainers have ancient origins 
that date back to the period between the ninth and eighteenth centuries. 
Starting from a law of Roman times, which allowed the burial of the dead exclusively in 
areas far from the city settlements,  the Neapolitans began to dig underground, creating 
numerous underground catacombs (those of San Gaudioso and San Gennaro are suggestive).
Today many churches, such as that of San Severo al Pendino or Sant'Anna dei Lombardi in 
the Crypt of the Abbots, preserve evidence of this. 

FINALLY A CURIOSITY - "Puozze sculà!" 
The memory of the draining,  to this day, survives in the Neapolitan expression  “Puozze 
sculà”, that is, "May you drain". It is an ominous formula with which we condemn a person 
to undergo the treatment of draining (a fate far worse than death itself!). 
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