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(From left to right) TikTok influencers Tommaso Donadoni, Alessia Lanza, Yusuf Panseri,
Simone Berlini and Marco Bonetti play music in the “Defhouse”, a TikTok influencers incuba-
tor in Milan.

A photo shows the Antiquarium museum during its reopening at the archaeo-
logical site of Pompeii, near Naples. — AFP photos A photo shows copies of casts of a young slave and an adult, at the

Antiquarium museum.
A photo shows a general view of the archaeological site of Pompeii.

(From left to right, top-bottom) TikTok influencers Yusuf Panseri, Simone Berlini, Davide
Moccia, Alessia Lanza, Tommaso Donadoni, Florin Vitan and Marco Bonetti pose in the
“Defhouse”, a TikTok influencers incubator in Milan.

Decades worth of archaeological
finds went on public display
Monday in Pompeii, shedding fur-

ther light on the ancient Roman city
destroyed by a volcanic eruption nearly
2,000 years ago. One is a sorcerer’s tool-
box including dozens of amulets, rings,
statuettes and other good luck charms
made of ivory, bronze, glazed ceramics
and amber-that were clearly not enough
to protect the city from doom. 

“It’s one of the most peculiar things
we found during our excavations:
amulets we found in a box in a house...
which seem to belong to a woman-or a
man, perhaps-who used magic,” said
Massimo Osanna, the director of the
Pompeii archaeological park near
Naples in southern Italy. He was speak-
ing at the inauguration of the
Antiquarium, a refurbished museum
housing bronze statues, frescoes, gold
and silver jewels as well as the haunting
casts of those killed when Vesuvius
erupted in October 79 AD. “You have
some of the most important objects
uncovered here since the 19th century.
So really, this Antiquarium takes you
through the centuries of Pompeii’s histo-
ry, up until the fateful day of the erup-
tion,” Osanna told AFP.

The room that chronicles the last days
of the city is “the most poignant part (of
the exhibition),” the Italian archaeologist
added. The plaster casts of the dead,
including small children, were made by

filling voids left by their bodies in the cal-
cified layers of ash. 

Strong stench of wine 
Osanna has headed the Pompeii park

since 2014 and overseen a major con-
servation project, mostly funded by the

European Union, which revitalized a
UNESCO world heritage site formerly
plagued by neglect and building collaps-
es. Last month, archaeologists
announced the unique discovery of a
thermopolium, a fast-food bar. It had sur-
viving polychrome decorations and
traces of food and wine that offered an
unprecedented glimpse of the snacking

habits of the ancient Romans. 
A team found duck bone fragments as

well as the remains of pigs, goats, fish
and snails in earthenware pots, one of
which “gave off a very strong stench of
wine”, archaeologist Teresa Virtuoso
said. The frescoes decorating the site

included electioneering slogans and
graffiti, scribbled over the image of a
dog, in which a man-presumed to be a
former slave-was accused of practicing
sex with dogs. 

‘Reduced to silence’ 
In 2019, Pompeii had more than 3.9

million visitors, making it Italy’s third most

popular tourist destination after the
Colosseum and Roman forum complex
and the Uffizi Galleries in Florence. But,
like most other cultural sites in Italy, it has
been mostly shut in recent months due to
the coronavirus pandemic. It reopened
on January 18 but has admitted fewer

than 100 visitors per day, compared to a
pre-COVID-19 average of around 8,000.

“We’ve lost 80 percent of our visitors,
and this also means 80 percent of our
ticket revenues,” Osanna said, adding
that the site had to rely on generous sub-
sidies from the Italian culture ministry to
keep going. On Monday, the vast
archaeological park looked deserted,

save for the journalists who came for the
museum opening and the usual pres-
ence of archaeologists, restorers,
guardians and unemployed tourist
guides. Its current state is surreal, but
Osanna said it was nevertheless a great
time to visit. “It is almost as if you can

see Pompeii’s inner soul, its spirit,” he
said.  “This is an abandoned city, and
seeing it empty of tourists perhaps
makes you think harder about the dread-
ful catastrophe that forever ended life
here and reduced to silence a place that
was bustling.” — AFP

With dreams of the big screen but
Internet in their veins, eight
young Italian influencers are

racking up followers as they spend their
days in a Milan TikTok luxury loft. Aged
between 16 and 20, they sing, dance
and pout against the backdrop of the
duplex set up by content creator
Defhouse as a star academy for the virtu-
al world. The 500-square-metre (5,340-
square-foot) brightly painted loft has bay
windows, a huge terrace and a jacuzzi-
the perfect backdrop for short videos
shared on the TikTok app. Between them
they boast 16 million followers, drawn by
the dances, comedy and lip-synching
accessed on the popular platform,
although their address remains a closely
guarded secret.

Is it talent? 
TikTok, owned by the Chinese group

ByteDance, has experienced a world-
wide boom, driven by long coronavirus
quarantines. In Italy, its stars are becom-
ing more and more familiar. “People rec-
ognize me when I walk through the
streets of Milan,” said Simone Berlini, a
20-year-old former business manage-
ment student whose TikTok subscribers
have doubled to 2.7 million since
October, when Defhouse launched. 

Berlini says he sees the incubator as
a springboard for a future career, hope-

fully as an actor.  Defhouse’s founder,
44-year-old Luca Casadei, told AFP he
was initially skeptical over TikTok’s offer-
ings.   “At first I was not at all convinced.
Moving your lips to music tunes without
even singing didn’t seem to me to
require any talent,” said Casadei, who
launched the careers of many Italian
online personalities through his Web
Stars Channel. In Los Angeles, the con-
cept had already been tested with Hype
House and other so-called “content
houses” where influencers live together
in a creative hub, churning out content
for Generation Z-those born in the late
1990s until about 2010.

But Casadei said he wanted to take
the idea one step further, with an acade-
my.  “The young people of the TikTok
generation know nothing about politics,
they don’t inform themselves, they have
the attention span of a goldfish,” he said.
All the influencers live on site-although
the youngest still go to school-where
they receive training in a variety of areas
potentially of use in their videos, whether
music and culture, politics and current
affairs, diction, or even good manners. 

Show Me the Money 
Brands-Herno, Vodafone and Pioneer,

to name a few-enter contracts with Web

Stars Channel, the production house,
who in turn pay a cut to Defhouse’s influ-
encers. “This has nothing to do with TV
shopping shows. It’s about creative peo-
ple in the digital world imbued with the
philosophy of a brand, in a natural and
playful way,” Casadei said. Casadei said
he initially expected it would take three
years to break even, with rent alone cost-
ing 500 euros ($608) a day. It happened
after three months.  Despite the money to
be made, some recognize success in the
virtual world is ephemeral.  “One day you
hit the stars, and the next day you’re at
the bottom,” said Alessia Lanza, 20, who
counts 1.4 million followers.

TikTok faces scrutiny in Italy after the
recent death of a 10-year-old girl, who
allegedly took part in a “blackout chal-
lenge” on the platform. Authorities have
temporarily blocked access to TikTok for
users who cannot definitively prove their
age. Under TikTok’s terms and condi-
tions, users must be at least 13.   As one
Defhouse influencer, Jasmin Zangarelli,
17, explained: “Social networks are a
nice thing, if you use them well.”— AFP

Spotify tests 
audiobooks of 
classics including
‘Persuasion,’
‘Frankenstein’

Streaming giant Spotify is
extending its foray into audio-
books, dropping nine new pub-

lic-domain classics narrated by
celebrities including Hilary Swank
and Forest Whitaker. The platform
known best for its music has used
podcasts to drive growth since 2019,
and recently began bolstering its
audiobook selection. A Spotify
spokesperson told AFP the launch is
part of “tests in an effort to improve
our user experience.” “Some of those
tests end up paving the path for our
broader user experience and others
serve only as an important learning,”
the spokesperson for the Swedish
company said, without elaborating.

In May 2020 Spotify released an
audio version of “Harry Potter and the
Sorcerer’s Stone,” the first volume in
the beloved series. Daniel Radcliffe-
who played the bespectacled wizard
on film-was among the celebrities
who read chapters. And in August,
the group began recruiting a head of
audiobooks, a sign of ambition in the
market dominated by the Amazon-
owned Audible. The nine available
titles include Mary Shelley’s
“Frankenstein”-narrated by David
Dobrik, the memoir “Narrative of the
Life of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave” read by Whitaker,
and Jane Austen’s “Persuasion”
recorded by Cynthia Erivo. Swank
read Kate Chopins “The Awakening.”

The books are broken up by
chapter into episodes and are avail-
able for free globally. Because the
works are in the public domain,
Spotify does not need to pay to
license them before recording their
own versions. The platform has also
uploaded an audio analysis series
entitled “Sitting with the Classics,”
hosted by Harvard literature profes-
sor Glenda Carpio. — AFP (From left to right) TikTok influencers

Marco Bonetti and Davide Moccia 
perform a video in the “Defhouse”, a
TikTok influencers incubator in Milan.

A visitor walks by amulets at the Antiquarium museum during its reopening. Restorers work in the new area of the ‘Thermopolium’ at the archaeological site of Pompeii,.


