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         INTRODUCTION

         
         
         
         
         Life interrupted

         
         
         
         
         In the early hours of 25 August 79 CE, the rain of pumice falling on Pompeii was easing off. It seemed a good moment to leave
            the city and make a bid for safety. A straggling group of more than twenty fugitives, who had been taking shelter within the
            walls while the dreadful downpour had been at its worst, took a chance on one of the eastern gates of the city, hoping to
            find a way out of range of the volcanic bombardment.
         

         
         
         
         
         A few others had tried this route some hours before. One couple had fled, carrying just a small key (they presumably hoped
            one day to return to whatever it locked – house, apartment, chest or strong box) and a single bronze lamp (Ill. I). This can
            hardly have made much impact against the darkness of the night and the clouds of debris. But it was an expensive and fashionable
            object, moulded in the shape of a black African head – a hint of the (to us) disconcerting forms of ingenuity we shall often
            come across in Pompeii. The pair didn’t make it. Overwhelmed by the pumice, they were found in 1907 where they had fallen,
            next to one of the grand tombs which lined this road, like others, out of the city. They collapsed, in fact, next to the lavish
            memorial to a woman who had died perhaps fifty years before, Aesquillia Polla, the wife of Numerius Herennius Celsus. Just
            twenty-two years old (as we can still read on the stone), she must have been less than half the age of her rich husband, a
            member of one of Pompeii’s most prominent families, who had served as an officer in the Roman army and had twice been elected
            to the highest office in the city’s local government.
         

         
         
         
         
         The layers of pumice had built up to several feet by the time the other group decided to risk escape in the same direction.
            Walking was slow and difficult. Most of these fugitives were young men, many carrying nothing with them, either because they
            had nothing to bring or because they could no longer get to their valuables. One man had taken the precaution of arming himself
            with a dagger, in an elegant sheath (he had another sheath with him too, empty, because he had perhaps lost or lent the weapon
            it had held). The few women in the group had rather more. One carried a little silver statuette of the goddess Fortuna, ‘Good
            Fortune’, sitting on a throne, plus a handful of gold and silver rings – one with a tiny silver phallus attached by a chain,
            as a lucky charm perhaps (and another object we shall often meet in the course of this book). Others had their own little
            store of precious trinkets: a silver medicine box, a tiny base to hold a (missing) statuette and a couple of keys, all stuffed
            into a cloth bag; a wooden jewellery case, with a necklace, ear-rings, silver spoon – and more keys. They had also brought
            what cash they could. For some just a bit of loose change; for others, whatever they had stashed away at home, or the takings
            of their shop. But it was not much. All in all, between the whole group there was barely 500 sesterces – which is in Pompeian terms about what it cost to buy a single mule.
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         1. Small lamps in the shape of human heads (or feet) were fashionable in the first century CE. Here the oil was poured into
            the hole in his brow and the flame burned at his mouth. Including the petals which form the handle, it is just 12 centimetres
            long.
         



         
         
         
         
         Some of this group got a little further than the earlier couple. Fifteen or so had reached the next grand memorial, twenty
            metres further down the road, the tomb of Marcus Obellius Firmus, when what we now know as the ‘pyroclastic surge’ from Vesuvius
            wiped them out – a deadly, burning combination of gases, volcanic debris and molten rock travelling at huge speed, against
            which nothing could survive. Their bodies have been found, some mixed up with, even apparently still clutching, branches of
            wood. Maybe the more agile amongst them had taken to the trees which surrounded the tombs in a hopeless attempt to save themselves;
            more likely the surge which killed the fugitives also brought the trees crashing down on top of them.
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         2. The plaster casts made from the bodies of the victims are constant reminders of their humanity – that they were just like
            us. This memorable cast of a man dying, with his head in his hands, has been placed for safe-keeping in a site storeroom.
            He now seems to be lamenting his own imprisonment.
         



         
         
         
         
         The tomb of Obellius Firmus itself fared rather better. He was another Pompeian grandee, who had died a few decades earlier,
            and long enough ago for the sides of his monument to be used as a local message board. We can still read here the advertisement
            for some gladiatorial shows, and plenty of scrawlings by some tomb-side dawdlers: ‘Hello Issa, from Habitus’, ‘Hello Occasus,
            from Scepsinianus’, and so on (Habitus’ friends apparently replied with a large phallus and testicles, and the message ‘Hello
            Habitus from your mates everywhere’). Up above, the text of the formal epitaph of Obellius Firmus declared that his funeral
            had been paid for by the local council, to the cost of 5000 sesterces – with an extra 1000 sesterces being added by some other local officials for incense and ‘a shield’ (probably a portrait on a shield, a distinctive Roman
            type of memorial). These funeral expenses were, in other words, well over ten times what the whole party of fugitives had
            managed to gather together for their flight to safety. Pompeii was a city of poor and rich.
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         3. Someone’s precious possession? This squat little figurine made out of red amber from the Baltic was found with one of the
            unsuccessful fugitives. Just 8 centimetres tall, it was perhaps meant to represent one of the stock characters from Roman
            mime, popular entertainment in Pompeii.
         



         
         
         
         
         We can trace many other stories of attempted flight. Almost 400 bodies have been discovered in the layers of pumice, and nearer
            700 in the now solid remains of the pyroclastic flow – many of these recaptured vividly at the moment of their death by the
            clever technique, invented in the nineteenth century, of filling the space left by their decomposing flesh and clothes with
            plaster, to reveal the hitched-up tunics, the muffled faces, the grim expressions of the victims (Ill. 2). One group of four,
            found in a street near the Forum, was probably an entire family trying to make its escape. The father went in front, a burly
            man, with big bushy eyebrows (as the plaster cast reveals). He had pulled his cloak over his head, to protect himself from
            falling ash and debris, and carried with him some gold jewellery (a simple finger-ring and a few ear-rings), a couple of keys
            and, in this case, a reasonable amount of cash, at almost 400 sesterces. His two small daughters followed, while the mother brought up the rear. She had hitched up her dress to make the walking
            easier, and was carrying more household valuables in a little bag: the family silver (some spoons, a pair of goblets, a medallion
            with the figure of Fortuna, a mirror) and a small squat figurine of a little boy, wrapped up in a cloak, his bare feet peeking
            out at the bottom (Ill. 3). It is a crude piece of work, but it is made out of amber, which must have travelled many hundreds
            of kilometres from the nearest source of supply in the Baltic; hence its prize status.
         

         
         
         
         
         Other finds tell of other lives. There was the medical man who fled clutching his box of instruments, only to be overwhelmed
            by the lethal surge as he crossed the palaestra (the large open space or exercise area) near the Amphitheatre, making for one of the southern gates in the city; the slave
            found in the garden of a large house in the centre of town, his movement surely hampered by the iron bands around his ankles;
            the priest of the goddess Isis (or maybe a temple servant) who had parcelled up some of the temple’s valuables to take with
            him in his flight, but had not gone more than 50 metres before he too was killed. And then, of course, there was the richly
            jewelled lady found in one of the rooms in the gladiators’ barracks. This has often been written up as a nice illustration
            of the penchant of upper-class Roman women for the brawny bodies of gladiators. Here, it seems, is one of them caught in the
            wrong place at the wrong time, her adultery exposed to the gaze of history. It is, in fact, a much more innocent scene than
            that. Almost certainly the woman was not on a date at all, but had taken refuge in the barracks, when the going got too rough
            on her flight out of the city. At least, if this was an assignation with her toy-boy, it was an assignation she shared with seventeen others and a couple of dogs – all of whose
            remains were found in the same small room.
         

         
         
         
         
         The dead bodies of Pompeii have always been one of the most powerful images, and attractions, of the ruined city. In the early
            excavations during the eighteenth and nineteeth centuries, skeletons were conveniently ‘discovered’ in the presence of visiting
            royalty and other dignitaries (Ill. 4). Romantic travellers gushed at the thought of the cruel disaster that had afflicted
            the poor souls whose mortal remains they witnessed, not to mention the more general reflections on the perilous fragility
            of human existence that the whole experience prompted. Hester Lynch Piozzi – the English writer who owed her surname to her
            marriage to an Italian music teacher – captured (and lightly parodied) these reactions, after a visit to the site in 1786:
            ‘How dreadful are the thoughts which such a sight suggests! How horrible the certainty that such a scene might be all acted
            over again tomorrow; and that, who today are spectators, may become spectacles to travellers of a succeeding century, who
            mistaking our bones for those of the Neapolitans, may carry them to their native country back again perhaps.’
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         4. Celebrity visitors to Pompeii had excavations re-staged for their benefit. Here, in 1769, the Emperor of Austria surveys
            a skeleton found in a house, now known after him as ‘The House of Emperor Joseph II’. The lady of the party reacts with more
            obvious interest.
         



         
         
         
         
         In fact, one of the most celebrated objects from the first years of digging was the imprint of a woman’s breast found in a
            large house (the so-called Villa of Diomedes) just outside the city walls in the 1770s. Almost a century before the technique
            of making full plaster casts of the body cavities had been perfected, the solid debris here allowed the excavators to see
            the full form of the dead, their clothing, even their hair, moulded into the lava. The only part of this material they managed
            successfully to extract and preserve was that one breast, which was put on display in the nearby museum, and quickly became
            a tourist attraction. In due course it also became the inspiration for Théophile Gautier’s famous novella of 1852, Arria Marcella. This features a young Frenchman who, infatuated with the breast that he has seen in the museum, returns to the ancient city
            (in an unsettling combination of time travel, wishful thinking and fantasy) to find, or to reinvent, his beloved – the woman
            of his dreams, one of the last Roman occupants of the Villa of Diomedes. Sadly the breast itself, despite all its celebrity,
            has simply disappeared, and a major hunt for it in the 1950s failed to reveal any hint of its fate. One theory is that the
            battery of invasive tests carried out by curious nineteenth-century scientists eventually caused it to disintegrate: ashes
            to ashes, as it were.
         

         
         
         
         
         The power of the Pompeian dead has lasted into our own age too. Primo Levi’s poem ‘The Girl-Child of Pompei’ uses the plaster
            cast of a little girl, found clutching her mother (‘As though, when the noon sky turned black / You wanted to re-enter her’),
            to reflect on the fate of Anne Frank and an anonymous schoolgirl from Hiroshima – victims of manmade rather than natural disasters
            (‘The torments heaven sends us are enough / Before your finger presses down, stop and consider’). Two casts even play a cameo
            role in Roberto Rossellini’s 1953 film, Voyage to Italy – hailed as ‘the first work of modern cinema’, though a commercial disaster. Clinging to each other, lovers still in death,
            these victims of Vesuvius serve as a sharp and upsetting reminder to two modern tourists (Ingrid Bergman – then herself in
            a faltering marriage to Rossellini – and George Sanders) of just how distant and empty their own relationship has become.
            But it is not only human victims who are preserved in this way. One of the most famous, and evocative, casts is that of a
            guard dog found still tethered to his post in the house of a wealthy fuller (laundry-man-cum-cloth-worker). He died frantically
            trying to get free of his chain.
         

         
         
         
         
         Voyeurism, pathos and ghoulish prurience certainly all contribute to the appeal of these casts. Even the most hard-nosed archaeologists
            can come up with lurid descriptions of their death agonies, or of the toll taken on the human body by the pyroclastic flow
            (‘their brains would have boiled ...’). For visitors to the site itself, where some of the casts are still on display near
            where they were found, they produce something like the ‘Egyptian Mummy effect’: small children press their noses against the
            glass cases with cries of horror, while adults resort to their cameras – though hardly disguising their similarly grim fascination
            with these remains of the dead.
         

         
         
         
         
         But ghoulishness is not the whole story. For the impact of these victims (whether fully recast in plaster, or not) comes also
            from the sense of immediate contact with the ancient world that they offer, the human narratives they allow us to reconstruct,
            as well as the choices, decisions and hopes of real people with whom we can empathise across the millennia. We do not need
            to be archaeologists to imagine what it would be like to abandon our homes with only what we could carry. We can feel for
            the doctor who chose to take the tools of his trade with him, and almost share his regret at what he would have left behind.
            We can understand the vain optimism of those who slipped the front-door keys in their pockets before taking to the road. Even
            that nasty little amber figurine takes on special significance, when we know that it was someone’s precious favourite, snatched
            up as they left home for the last time.
         

         
         
         
         
         Modern science can add to these individual life stories. We can go one better than earlier generations in squeezing all kinds
            of personal information out of the surviving skeletons themselves: from such relatively simple calibrations as the height
            and stature of the population (ancient Pompeians were, if anything, slightly taller than modern Neapolitans) through tell-tale
            traces of childhood illnesses and broken bones, to hints of family relationships and ethnic origin that are beginning to be
            offered by DNA and other biological analysis. It is probably pushing the evidence too far to claim, as some archaeologists
            have done, that the particular development of one teenage boy’s skeleton is enough to show that he had spent much of his short
            life as a fisherman and that the erosion of his teeth on the right hand side of his mouth was caused by biting on the line
            which held his catch. But elsewhere we are on firmer ground.
         

         
         
         
         
         In two back rooms of one substantial house, for example, the remains of twelve people were discovered, the owner, presumably,
            with his family and slaves. Six children and six adults, they included a girl in her late teens, who had been nine months
            pregnant when she died, the bones of her foetus still lying in her abdomen. It may well have been her late pregnancy that
            encouraged all of them to take shelter inside, hoping for the best, rather than risk a hasty escape. The skeletons have been
            none too carefully preserved since their discovery in 1975 (the fact that, as one scientist has recently reported, ‘the lower
            premolars [of one skull] had been erroneously glued into the sockets of the upper central incisors’ is not evidence of ham-fisted
            ancient dentistry, but of ham-fisted modern restoration). Nonetheless, by piecing together various clues that remain – the
            relative ages of the victims, the rich jewels on the pregnant girl, the fact that she and a nine-year-old boy suffer from
            the same minor, genetic spinal disorder – we can begin to build up a picture of the family who lived in the house. An elderly
            couple, he in his sixties, she around fifty with clear signs of arthritis, were very likely the house owners, as well as the
            parents, or grandparents, of the pregnant girl. From the quantity of jewellery she was wearing we can be fairly sure that
            she was not a slave, and the shared spinal problem hints that she was a relative of the family by blood rather than marriage
            – the nine-year-old boy being her younger brother. If so, then she and her husband (probably a man in his twenties, whose
            head, so the skeleton suggests, had a pronounced, disfiguring and no doubt painful tilt to the right) either lived with her
            family, or had moved back to her home for the birth, or of course just happened to be visiting on the fatal day. The other
            adults, a man in his sixties and a woman in her thirties, may just as well have been slaves as relatives.
         

         
         
         
         
         A close look at their teeth, reglued or not, adds further details. Most of them have a series of tell-tale rings in the enamel
            that come from repeated bouts of infectious diseases during childhood – a nice reminder of the perilous nature of infancy
            in the Roman world, when half those born would have died before they were ten. (The better news was that if you made it to
            ten, you could expect to live another forty years, or more.) The clear presence of tooth decay, even if below modern Western
            levels, points to a diet with plenty of sugar and starch. Of the adults, only the husband of the pregnant girl had no sign
            of decay. But he, again to judge from the state of his teeth, had fluoride poisoning, presumably having grown up outside Pompeii,
            in some area with unusually high levels of natural fluoride. Most striking of all, every single skeleton, even the children,
            had large build-ups – in some cases a couple of millimetres – of calculus. The reason for this is obvious. Toothpicks there
            may have been, even some clever concoctions for polishing and whitening the teeth (in a book of pharmacological recipes, the
            emperor Claudius’ private doctor records the mixture which is said to have given the empress Messalina her nice smile: burnt
            antler-horn, with resin and rock-salt). But this was a world without toothbrushes. Pompeii must have been a town of very bad
            breath.
         

         
         
         
         
         A city disrupted

         
         
         
         
         Women about to give birth, dogs still tethered to their posts, and a decided whiff of halitosis ... These are memorable images
            of normal, everyday life in a Roman town suddenly interrupted in midstream. There are plenty more: the loaves of bread found
            in the oven, abandoned as they baked; the team of painters who scarpered in the middle of redecorating a room, leaving behind
            their pots of paint and a bucketful of fresh plaster high up on a scaffold – when the scaffold collapsed in the eruption,
            the contents of the bucket splashed right across the neatly prepared wall, leaving a thick crust still visible today. But
            scratch the surface, and you find that the story of Pompeii is more complicated, and intriguing. In many ways Pompeii is not
            the ancient equivalent of the Marie Céleste the nineteenth-century ship mysteriously abandoned, the boiled eggs still (so it was said) on the breakfast table. It is
            not a Roman town simply frozen in midflow.
         

         
         
         
         
         For a start, the people of Pompeii had seen the warning signs, hours if not days before. The only eyewitness account of the
            eruption we have is a couple of letters written a quarter of a century after the event to the historian Tacitus by his friend
            Pliny, who had been staying on the Bay of Naples when the disaster struck. No doubt composed with the benefit of hindsight
            and imagination, these make it clear that escape was still possible even after the cloud ‘like an umbrella pine’ had appeared
            from the crater of Vesuvius. Pliny’s uncle, the most famous victim of the eruption, only died because he was asthmatic and
            because he bravely, or stupidly, decided that he needed to take a closer look at what was going on, in the interests of science.
            And if, as many archaeologists now think, there had been a series of tremors and small earthquakes in the days or months leading
            up to the final disaster, those too would have encouraged people to quit the area. For it was not only Pompeii itself that
            was threatened and eventually engulfed, but a wide swathe of land to the south of Vesuvius, including the towns of Herculaneum
            and Stabiae.
         

         
         
         
         
         Many did leave, as the tally of bodies found in the city confirms. Around 1100 have been unearthed in the excavations. We
            need to make allowance for those that still lie in the unexcavated part of the town (about a quarter of ancient Pompeii is
            as yet unexplored), and for those human remains missed in earlier excavations (children’s bones can easily be mistaken for
            those of animals, and discarded). Even so, it seems unlikely that more than 2000 of the inhabitants would have lost their
            lives in the disaster. Whatever the total population – and estimates vary from about 6400 to 30,000 (depending on how tightly
            packed we imagine these people to have lived, or on what modern comparisons we choose) – this was a small, or very small,
            proportion.
         

         
         
         
         
         People fleeing in the rain of pumice may have taken with them only what they could grab and carry. Those with more time will
            have taken more of their possessions. We must imagine a mass exodus from the city with donkeys, carts and barrows, as the
            majority of the population left, loading up as many of their household effects as they reasonably could. Some made the wrong
            decision, locking away their most precious possessions, intending to return when the danger had passed. This is what accounts
            for some of the magnificent treasures – stunning collections of silver, for example (see p. 220), found in houses in and near Pompeii.
            But for the most part what has been left for archaeologists to discover is a city after its inhabitants had hurriedly packed up and left. This may help to explain why the houses of Pompeii seem so sparsely furnished,
            and so uncluttered. It may not be that the prevailing aesthetic of the first century CE was a kind of modernist minimalism.
            Much of the household bric-a-brac had very likely been carted off by its loving owners, by the wagonload.
         

         
         
         
         
         This speedy decampment may also explain some of the oddities of what we do find in the city’s houses. If, for example, a pile
            of gardening tools comes to light in what appears to be a rich dining room, it may be that – surprising as it may seem to
            us – that was where they were regularly kept. It may also be that in the flurry of departure, as possessions were gathered
            together and choices were made about what to take and what not, this is where the shovel, hoe and barrow happened to end up.
            Even if some of the population carried on their daily business as if tomorrow would surely come, this was not a normal city,
            going about its normal business. It was a city in flight.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the weeks and months after the eruption many survivors also came back for what they had left behind, or to salvage (or
            loot) reusable material, such as bronze, lead or marble, from the buried city. It may not have been quite so unwise as it
            now seems to have locked away your valuables in the hope of getting them back later. For in many parts of Pompeii there are
            clear signs of successful re-entry, through the volcanic debris. Whether the rightful proprietors, robbers or treasure hunters
            taking a chance, they tunnelled through into rich houses, sometimes leaving a little trail of holes in the walls, as they
            went from one blocked-up room to the next. A nice glimpse of their activities is found in two words scratched by the main
            door of one grand house, which was found to be almost empty when uncovered by nineteenth-century excavators. It reads: ‘House
            tunnelled’, words hardly likely to have been written by an owner, so presumably a message from one looter to the rest of his
            gang, to tell them that this one had been ‘done’.
         

         
         
         
         
         We know almost nothing about who these tunnellers were (but the fact that the message, though written in Latin, was in Greek
            characters is a pretty clear sign that they were bilingual, part of the Greco-Roman community of South Italy which we shall
            explore in Chapter 1). Nor do we know exactly when they made their raid: post-eruption Roman coins have been found in the
            ruins of Pompeii, dating from the end of the first century CE to the beginning of the fourth. But whenever, and for whatever
            reason, later Romans decided to dig down to the buried town, it was a phenomenally dangerous activity, driven by the hopes
            of recovering substantial quantities of the family wealth, or coming away with a prize haul of loot. The tunnels must have
            been perilous, dingy and narrow, and in places – if the size of the holes in some of the walls is anything to go by – only
            accessible by children. Even where it was possible to walk more freely, in pockets unfilled by the volcanic debris, the walls
            and ceilings would have been in danger of imminent collapse.
         

         
         
         
         
         The irony is that some of the skeletons that have been found are almost certainly not the remains of the victims of the eruption,
            but of those risking a return to the city in the months, years or centuries that followed. So, for example, in a smart room
            off the garden courtyard of the House of the Menander – a modern name, taken from the painting of the Greek dramatist Menander
            found there (Ill. 44) – the remains of a little party of three have been discovered, two adults and child, equipped with a
            pick and a hoe. Were these, as some archaeologists believe, a group of residents, maybe slaves, trying to batter a way out of the house as it became engulfed, and losing their lives in the attempt? Or was it, as others imagine, a party of looters,
            battering their way in, killed perhaps as their fragile tunnel collapsed on top of them?
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         5. The engraving of one of a pair of sculptured panels, almost a metre long, depicting the earthquake of 62 CE. On the left,
            the Temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva in the Forum visibly totters. On the right, a sacrifice is in progress. A bull is
            being brought up to the altar, while around the scene are dotted various instruments of sacrifice – a knife, bowls and offering
            dishes.
         



         
         
         
         
         This picture of a disrupted city is made even more complicated by an earlier natural disaster. Seventeen years before the
            eruption of Vesuvius, in 62 CE the town had been badly damaged by an earthquake. According to the historian Tacitus, ‘a large
            part of Pompeii collapsed’. And the event is almost certainly depicted in a pair of sculptured panels found in the house of
            a Pompeian banker, Lucius Caecilius Jucundus. These show two areas of the city rocked by the quake: the Forum, and the area
            around the northern gate of the city facing towards Vesuvius. In one the Temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva leans alarmingly
            to the left; the equestrian statues on either side of the temple seem almost to come alive, the riders unseated from their
            mounts (Ill. 5). In the other the Vesuvian Gate takes an ominous lurch to the right, parting company with the large water
            reservoir on its left. This disaster raises some of the trickiest questions in the history of Pompeii. What was its effect
            on life in the town? How long did it take the city to recover? In fact, did it ever recover? Or were the Pompeians in 79 CE
            still living in the wreckage – the Forum, temples and baths, not to mention many private houses, not yet restored?
         

         
         
         
         
         There have been theories aplenty. One idea is that a social revolution struck Pompeii after the earthquake. Many of the traditional
            aristocracy decided to leave town once and for all, no doubt to family properties elsewhere. Their departure not only left
            the way open for the rise of ex-slaves and other nouveaux riches, but it also started the ‘decline’ of some of Pompeii’s
            more elegant houses, hastily converted into fulleries, bakeries, inns and other commercial or industrial uses. In fact, that
            pile of gardening tools in the dining room could itself be a sign of just such a change of use: a once upmarket residence
            dragged dramatically downward by new occupants who had turned it into the base for a market gardening business.
         

         
         
         
         
         Maybe so. And we may have here yet another reason to see the state of the city as anything but ‘normal’ when it was overwhelmed
            in 79. Yet we cannot be certain that all these changes were a direct result of the earthquake. Some of the industrial conversions
            probably happened before the disaster anyway. Some – if not many – were almost certainly part of the regular pattern of shifts
            in wealth, use and prestige that marks the history of any town, ancient or modern. Not to mention the hint of ‘officer class’
            prejudices in many modern archaeologists who have so confidently equated social mobility and the rise of new money with revolution
            or decline.
         

         
         
         
         
         Another big claim is that in 79 Pompeii had still not finished the long process of repair. So far as we can tell from the
            archaeological evidence, Tacitus’ assertion that ‘a large part of Pompeii collapsed’ was something of an exaggeration. But
            the state of many of the public buildings (only one set of public baths, for example, were in fully working order in 79) and
            the fact that, as we shall see, so many private houses had the decorators in at the time of the eruption seems to suggest
            not only that the damage had been considerable, but that it had not yet been put right. For a Roman city to pass seventeen
            years with most of its public baths out of action, several of its main temples unusable and its private houses in disarray
            points either to a serious shortage of cash or to an alarming degree of institutional dysfunction, or both. What on earth
            was the town council doing for nearly two decades? Sitting back and watching the place crumble?
         

         
         
         
         
         But here too everything is not as it may at first seem. Can we be certain that all the repairs going on when the eruption
            struck were in response to the earthquake? Leaving aside the obvious point that there is almost always a lot of building work
            under way in any town (the repair and construction industry is at the centre of urban life, ancient or modern), there is the
            ‘one earthquake or more?’ question which has fiercely divided archaeologists who study Pompeii. Some still stick firmly to
            the view that there was just one single devastating earthquake in 62 and – yes – the city was in such a shambles that many
            repairs were still unfinished years later. More now emphasise the series of tremors that there must have been in the days,
            and perhaps months, leading up to the eruption. That is what you would expect before a major volcanic explosion, vulcanologists
            assure us, and it is, in any case, exactly what Pliny described: ‘For many days previously,’ he wrote, ‘there had been earth
            tremors.’ If there was a flurry of decorating going on, so this argument runs, then it was much more likely to be patching
            up the damage that had just occurred, not a belated and ill-timed attempt finally to clear up the mess of seventeen years.
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         6. The Temple of Isis was one of the high-spots for early tourists and it inspired writers and musicians from the young Mozart
            to Edward Bulwer-Lytton, author of The Last Days of Pompeii. This engraving shows the main temple building in the centre and, on the left, the small, walled enclosure for a pool containing
            water used in the rituals of Isis.
         



         
         
         
         
         As for the state of the town more generally, and especially the public buildings, here again the issue of later looting turns
            out to be a complicating factor. It is quite clear that in 79 some public buildings were in ruins. One huge temple overlooking
            the sea, and usually assumed to have been dedicated to the goddess Venus, was still a building site – though it seems as if
            the restoration was intended to be on an even grander scale than what it replaced. Others were very much back in working order.
            It was business as usual in the Temple of Isis, for example, which had been reconstructed and richly redecorated with what
            are now some of the most famous paintings from the city (Ill. 6).
         

         
         
         
         
         The condition of the Forum, however, at the time of the eruption is much more of a puzzle. One view is that it was a half-abandoned
            wreck, hardly restored at all. If so, it would be at the very least an indication that the priorities of the Pompeians had,
            to put it politely, shifted away from communal life. At worst, it would signal the complete breakdown of civic institutions,
            a state of affairs which (as we shall see) doesn’t fit at all well with other evidence from the city. More recently an accusing
            finger has been pointed at post-eruption recovery parties or looters. Much of the Forum, this view holds, had been made good
            and indeed improved. But knowing of all the expensive marble facing that had recently been installed, the locals dug down
            to retrieve it soon after the city was buried, hacking it off the walls – which were left looking for all the world as if
            they were unfinished or simply dilapidated. The salvagers would also, of course, have been after the many expensive bronze
            statues which adorned this piazza.
         

         
         
         
         
         These debates and disagreements continue to fuel archaeological conferences. They are the stuff of scholarly warfare and student
            essays. But however they are eventually resolved (if ever they are), one thing is absolutely clear: ‘our’ Pompeii is not a
            Roman city going about its everyday business, then simply ‘frozen in time’, as so many guidebooks and tourist brochures claim.
            It is a much more challenging and intriguing place. Disrupted and disturbed, evacuated and pillaged, it bears the marks (and
            the scars) of all kinds of different histories, which will be part of the story of this book, and which underlie what we might
            call the ‘Pompeii paradox’: that we simultaneously know a huge amount and very little about ancient life there.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is true that the city offers us more vivid glimpses of real people and their real lives than almost anywhere else in the
            Roman world. We meet unlucky lovers (‘Successus the weaver’s in love with a barmaid called Iris and she doesn’t give a toss’
            as one scrawled graffito runs) and shameless bed-wetters (‘I’ve pissed in bed, I messed up, I haven’t lied / But, dear landlord,
            there was no chamber pot supplied,’ boasts the rhyme on a lodging house bedroom wall). We can follow the traces of Pompeii’s
            children, from the toddler who must have had great fun sticking a couple of coins into the fresh plaster of the main hall,
            or atrium, of one smart house, leaving more than seventy impressions just above floor level (and so also inadvertently leaving
            a nice piece of dating evidence for the decoration) to the bored kids who scratched a series of stickmen at child height in
            the entranceway to a suite of baths, doodling as they waited maybe for their mothers to finish steaming. Not to mention the
            horses’ harnesses with their jangling bells, the gruesome medical instruments (Ill. 7), the curious kitchen equipment, from
            egg poachers to mousse moulds, if that’s what they are (Ill. 78), or those irritating intestinal parasites whose traces can
            still be found on a lavatory rim after 2000 years – all of which help to recapture the sights, sounds and senses of Pompeian
            life.
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         7. There is something uncannily familiar between our own gynaecological specula and this ancient version from Pompeii. Though some parts of it are missing, it is clear that the ‘arms’ of the instrument
            were opened by turning the T-shaped handle.
         



         
         
         
         
         Yet while details like this are wonderfully evocative, the bigger picture and many of the more basic questions about the town
            remain very murky indeed. The total number of inhabitants is not the only puzzle we face. The relationship of the town to
            the sea is another. Everyone agrees that the sea came much nearer to Pompeii in antiquity than it does today (when it is 2
            kilometres away). But, despite the skills of modern geologists, exactly how much nearer is still uncertain. Particularly puzzling
            is that just next to the western gate of the city, the main modern visitor entrance, is a stretch of wall with what look like
            very obvious mooring rings for boats, as if the sea lapped almost right up to the city at that point (Ill. 8). The only trouble
            is that Roman structures have been discovered further west, that is towards the sea, and they could hardly have been built
            under water. The best way to explain this returns again to on-going seismic activity. Here – as at the nearby town of Herculaneum,
            where the movement can be documented very clearly – the coastline and the sea-level must have changed dramatically over the
            last few hundred years of the town’s history.
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         8. These look like obvious mooring rings for boats on the wall near the Marine Gate. Almost certainly the coastline changed
            over the last hundred years of the town’s life, leaving these rings high and dry.
         



         
         
         
         
         Even more surprisingly, there is debate too about the basic dates – not only the date of the big earthquake (which might just
            as well have taken place in 63 as 62), but also of the eruption itself. I shall be using the traditional dating of 24 and
            25 August 79 throughout this book, which is what we now read in Pliny’s account. But there is good reason to think that the
            disaster happened later in the year, during the autumn or winter. For a start, if you go back to the different medieval manuscripts
            of Pliny’s Letters, you find that they give all kinds of different dates for the eruption (for Roman dates and numerals were always liable to
            be miscopied by medieval scribes). It is also the case that a suspiciously large quantity of autumnal fruits are in evidence
            in the remains and that many of the victims appear to be wearing heavy-duty, woollen clothes, hardly suitable garments for
            a hot Italian summer – although what people choose to put on as they make their escape through the debris of a volcanic eruption
            may not be a good indicator of the seasonal weather. More clinching evidence comes in the shape of a Roman coin, found in
            Pompeii in a context where it could not have been dropped by looters. Specialists think that the earliest this coin could
            have been minted was September 79.
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         9. Allied bombing in 1943 did terrible damage to Pompeii, destroying many major buildings. This shows the condition of the
            House of Trebius Valens after the raids. Many of the bombed buildings were so expertly rebuilt after the war that you would
            never guess that they had been, to all intents and purposes, destroyed again.
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         10. An excavation of the 1930s. Pompeian houses do not emerge from the ground in a pristine state. In fact, the force of the
            eruption means that they look rather as if they had been bombed. Here the painted plaster of the upper floor has collapsed
            into the rooms below.
         



         
         
         
         
         The fact is that we know both a lot more and a lot less about Pompeii than we think.

         
         
         
         
         The two lives of Pompeii

         
         
         
         
         There is an old archaeological joke that Pompeii has died twice: first, the sudden death caused by the eruption; second the
            slow death that the city has suffered since it began to be uncovered in the mid eighteenth century. Any visit to the site
            will show exactly what that second death means. Despite the heroic efforts of the Pompeian archaeological service, the city
            is disintegrating, weeds overgrow many of the areas that are off-limits to visitors, some of the once brilliantly coloured
            paintings left in place on the walls have faded to almost nothing. It is a gradual process of dilapidation, aggravated by
            earthquakes and mass tourism, and given an extra helping hand by the rough methods of the early excavators (though, to be
            honest, many of the fine wall paintings that they hacked out and deposited in the museum have fared better than those left
            in their original context); by Allied bombing campaigns in 1943 (Ill. 9) which wrecked several areas of the town (most visitors
            have no clue that considerable parts of the Large Theatre, for example, and of the Forum, as well as of some of the most celebrated
            houses, were almost entirely rebuilt after the war, or that the on-site restaurant was planted on one area of particularly
            devastating bomb damage); and by thieves and vandals, for whom the archaeological site, large and hard to police, is an enticing
            target (in 2003 a couple of newly excavated frescoes were prised off their wall, to be found three days later at a nearby
            builder’s yard).
         

         
         
         
         
         But equally the city has had two lives: one, in the ancient world itself; the other, the modern re-creation of ancient Pompeii that we now visit. This tourist site
            still tries to preserve the myth of an ancient town ‘frozen in time’, one into which we can walk as if it was only yesterday.
            It is, in fact, striking that, although Roman Pompeii lies many feet below modern ground level, the entrances to the site
            are laid out so that we get little sense that we are going down to it; the world of the ancients merges almost seamlessly with our own. Yet, look a little harder, and we find that it exists
            in that strange no-man’s land between ruin and reconstruction, antiquity and the present day. For a start, much of it is heavily
            restored, and not just after the wartime bomb damage. It comes as quite a shock to look at photographs of the buildings as
            they were excavated (Ill. 10), and to see in what a poor state most of them were found. Some, it is true, have been left just
            like that. But others have been smartened up, their walls patched and rebuilt, to hold new roofs – primarily to protect the
            structure and decoration, but often taken by visitors for miraculous survivals from the Roman period.
         

         
         
         
         
         More than that, the city has been given a new geography. We now navigate Pompeii using a series of modern street names: amongst
            them, Via dell’Abbondanza (the main east–west thoroughfare leading directly to the Forum, named after the figure of the goddess
            Abundance carved on one of the street fountains), Via Stabiana (intersecting Abbondanza and leading south towards the town
            of Stabia), and Vicolo Storto (Twisty Lane, so-called for obvious reasons). We have almost no idea what these streets were
            called in the Roman world. One surviving inscription seems to suggest that what we call the Via Stabiana was then the Via
            Pompeiana, while referring also to two other streets (Via Jovia, that is Jupiter Street; Via Dequviaris, perhaps connected
            with the town council or decuriones) which cannot be pinpointed. But it may well be that many did not have specific names in the modern way. Certainly there
            were no street signs, and no system of using street name and house number to give an address. Instead people used local landmarks:
            one landlord, for example, had his jars of wine delivered (as we can still read round the top of one): ‘To Euxinus [which
            translates roughly as ‘Mr Hospitality’], the innkeeper, at Pompeii, near the Amphitheatre’.
         

         
         
         
         
         We have likewise given modern names to the town gates, calling them after the place or direction they faced: the Nola Gate,
            the Herculaneum Gate, the Vesuvius Gate, the Marine Gate (towards the sea) and so on. In this case, we have a rather clearer
            idea of what the ancient names might have been. What we call Herculaneum Gate, for example, was to the Roman inhabitants the
            Porta Saliniensis or Porta Salis, that is ‘Salt Gate’ (after the nearby saltworks). Our Marine Gate may well have been called
            the Forum Gate, or so a few scraps of ancient evidence combined with some plausible modern deduction suggest; after all, it
            not only faced the sea, but it was also the closest gate to the Forum.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the absence of ancient addresses, modern gazetteers to the city use a late nineteenth-century system for referring to individual
            buildings. The same archaeologist who perfected the technique of casting the corpses, Giuseppe Fiorelli (one-time revolutionary
            politician, and the most influential director of the Pompeian excavations ever), divided Pompeii into nine separate areas
            or regiones; he then numbered each block of houses within these areas, and went on to give every doorway onto the street its own individual
            number. So, in other words, according to this now standard archaeological shorthand, ‘VI.xv.I’ would mean the first doorway
            of the fifteenth block of region six, which lies at the north-west of the city.
         

         
         
         
         
         To most people, however, VI.xv.I is better known as the House of the Vettii. For, in addition to that bare modern numeration,
            most of the larger houses at least, as well as the inns and bars, have gained more evocative titles. Some of these go back
            to the circumstances of their first excavation: the House of the Centenary, for example, was uncovered exactly 1800 years
            after the destruction of the city, in 1879; the House of the Silver Wedding, excavated in 1893, was named in honour of the
            twenty-fifth wedding anniversary of King Umberto of Italy, celebrated in that same year – the house, ironically, being now
            better known than the royal marriage. Other names reflect particularly memorable finds: the House of the Menander is one;
            the House of the Faun another, named after the famous bronze dancing satyr, or ‘faun’, found there (Ill. 12), (its earlier
            name, the House of Goethe, went back to the son of the famous Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who witnessed part of the excavation
            in 1830 very shortly before he died – but his sad story proved rather less memorable than the spritely sculpture). Very many,
            however, like the House of the Vettii, have been named after their Roman occupants, as part of that much bigger project of
            repopulating the ancient town, and of matching up the material remains to the real people who once owned them, used them or
            lived in them.
         

         
         
         
         
         This is an exciting, if sometimes dodgy, procedure. There are cases where we can be sure that we have made the right match.
            The house of the banker Lucius Caecilius Jucundus, for example, is almost certainly identified by his banking archives, which
            had been stored in the attic. Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, the most successful local manufacturer of garum (that characteristically Roman concoction of decomposing marine life, euphemistically translated as ‘fish sauce’), left
            his mark and his name on his own elegant property – with a series of mosaics, featuring jars of the stuff labelled with such
            slogans as ‘Fish sauce, grade one, from Scaurus’ manufactory’ (Ill. 57). The House of the Vettii, with its exquisite frescoes,
            has been confidently assigned to a pair of (probably) ex-slaves, Aulus Vettius Conviva and Aulus Vettius Restitutus. This
            is on the basis of two seal stamps and a signet ring with those names found in the front hall, plus a couple of election posters,
            or at least their ancient equivalent, painted up on the outside of the house (‘Restitutus is canvassing for ... Sabinus to
            be aedile’) – and on the assumption that another seal stamp found in another part of the house, this time naming Publius
            Crustius Faustus, belonged to some tenant living on the upper floor.
         

         
         
         
         
         In many cases the evidence is far flimsier, relying on perhaps a single signet ring (which, after all, could just as easily
            have been dropped by a visitor as the owner), a name painted on a wine jar, or a couple of graffiti signed by the same person,
            as if graffiti artists always chose to write on their own home walls. One particularly desperate deduction has come up with
            the name of the man who owned the brothel in the town, and the high-spot for many modern as no doubt ancient visitors: it
            is Africanus. This is an argument based largely on a sad message scratched, by a client most likely, on the wall of one of
            the girls’ booths. ‘Africanus is dead’ (or literally ‘is dying’), it reads. ‘Signed young Rusticus, his school mate, grieving
            for Africanus’. Africanus, to be sure, may have been a local resident: or so we might guess from the fact that on a wall close-by
            someone of that name pledged their support in the local elections to Sabinus (the same candidate who had won Restitutus’ vote).
            But there is no reason at all to imagine that young Rusticus’ expression of post-coital misery, if that is what it was, was
            making any reference at all to the owner of the brothel.
         

         
         
         
         
         The end result of this and other such over-optimistic attempts to track down the ancient Pompeians and put them back into
            their houses, bars and brothels is obvious: in the modern imagination, an awful lot of Pompeians have ended up in the wrong
            place. Or, to put it more generally, there is a large gap between ‘our’ ancient city and the city destroyed in 79 CE. In this
            book, I shall consistently be using the landmarks, finding aids and terminology of ‘our’ Pompeii. It would be confusing and
            irritating to give the Herculaneum Gate its ancient name of ‘Porta Salis’. The numeration invented by Fiorelli allows us quickly
            to pinpoint a location on a plan, and I shall be using it in the reference sections. And, incorrect as some of them may be,
            the famous names – House of the Vettii, House of the Faun, and so on – are much the easiest way of bringing a particular house
            or location to mind. Yet, I shall also be exploring that gap in more detail, thinking about how the ancient city has been
            turned into ‘our’ Pompeii, and reflecting on the processes by which we make sense of the remains that have been uncovered.
         

         
         
         
         
         In stressing those processes, I am being both up to the minute and, in a sense, returning to a more nineteenth-century experience
            of Pompeii. Of course, nineteenth-century visitors to the city, like their twenty-first-century counterparts, enjoyed the
            illusion of stepping back in time. But they were also intrigued by the ways in which the past was revealed to them: the ‘how’
            as well as the ‘what’ we know of Roman Pompeii. We can see this in the conventions of their favourite guidebooks to the site,
            above all Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Southern Italy, first published in 1853 to cater for the beginning of mass tourism (rather than Grand Tourists) to the site. The railway
            line had opened in 1839 and became the favoured method of transport for visitors, and they were serviced by a tavern near
            the station where they could take lunch after their exertions among the ruins. This was a place of fluctuating fortunes (in
            1853 it supposedly had ‘a very civil and obliging landlord’, by 1865 readers were recommended not to tuck in without coming
            to ‘an agreement as to the charge beforehand with mine host’). But it was the germ of the vast industry of snacks, fruit and,
            especially, bottled water that now dominates the outskirts of the site.
         

         
         
         
         
         Murray’s Handbook repeatedly engaged these Victorian visitors with the problems of interpretation, sharing the various competing theories about
            what some of the major public buildings that had been discovered were for. Was the building we call the macellum (market), in the Forum, really a market? Or was it a temple? Or was it a combination of a shrine and a café? (As we shall
            see, many such questions of function have not yet been resolved, but modern guidebooks tend to deprive their readers of –
            they would say spare them – the problems and controversies.) They are even careful to note, along with the description of
            each ancient building, the date and circumstances of its rediscovery. It is as if those early visitors were supposed to keep
            two chronologies running in their heads at the same time: on the one hand, the chronology of the ancient city itself and its
            development; on the other, the history of Pompeii’s gradual re-emergence into the modern world.
         

         
         
         
         
         We might even imagine that the famous stunts in which dead bodies or other notable finds were conveniently ‘discovered’, just
            as visiting dignitaries happened to be passing, were another aspect of the same preoccupations. We tend now to laugh at the
            crudeness of these charades and the gullibility of the audience (could visiting royalty have been so naive as to imagine that
            such wondrous discoveries just happened to be made at the very moment of their own arrival?). But, as often, the tricks of
            the tourist trade reveal the hopes and aspirations of the visitors as much as they expose the guile of the locals. Here the
            visitors wanted to witness not just the finds themselves, but the processes of excavation that brought the past to light.
         

         
         
         
         
         These are some of the issues that I wish to bring back into the frame.

         
         
         
         
         A city of surprises

         
         
         
         
         Pompeii is full of surprises. It makes even the most hard-nosed and well-informed specialists rethink their assumptions about
            life in Roman Italy. A large pottery jar with a painted label advertising its contents as ‘Kosher Garum’ reminds us that men like Umbricius Scaurus might be looking to serve the niche market of the local Jewish community (with
            a guarantee of no shellfish among the now unrecognisable ingredients of that rotten concoction). A wonderful ivory statuette
            of the Indian goddess Lakshmi, found in 1938 in a house now called after it ‘The House of the Indian Statuette’, encourages
            us to think again about Rome’s connections with the Far East (Ill. 11). Did it come via a Pompeian trader, a souvenir of his
            travels? Or maybe via the trading community of Nabataeans (from modern Jordan) who lived at nearby Puteoli? Almost equally
            unexpected was the recent discovery of a monkey’s skeleton scattered, unrecognised by earlier excavators, among the bones
            in the storerooms on the site. An exotic pet perhaps – or, more likely, a performing animal, in street-theatre or circus,
            trained to amuse.
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         11. This ivory statuette of the Indian goddess Lakshmi offers a glimpse of the wide multicultural links of Pompeii. Goddess
            of fertility and beauty, she is depicted nearly naked apart from her lavish jewels.
         



         
         
         
         
         It is a city of the unexpected, simultaneously very familiar to us and very strange indeed. A town in provincial Italy, with
            horizons no further than Vesuvius, it was at the same time part of an empire that stretched from Spain to Syria, with all
            the cultural and religious diversity that empires so often bring. The famous words ‘Sodom’ and ‘Gomora’ written in large letters
            on the walls of the dining room of a relatively modest house on the Via dell’Abbondanza (assuming that they are not the gloomy
            observation of some later looter) give us more than an eyewitness comment – or joke – on the morality of Pompeian social life.
            They remind us that this was a place in which the words of the Book of Genesis (‘Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah
            brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven’) as well as the works of Virgil must have rung a bell with at least some inhabitants.
         

         
         
         
         
         A small-town community with – once we leave the women, children and slaves out of the equation – a citizen body of just a
            few thousand men, no bigger than a village or the student union of a small university, it nonetheless has a more forceful
            impact on the mainline narrative of Roman history than we tend to imagine. As we shall see in Chapter 1.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER ONE

		 LIVING IN AN OLD CITY

         
         
         
         
         Glimpses of the past

         
         
         
         
         Down a quiet back street in Pompeii, not far from the city walls to the north and just a few minutes’ walk from the Herculaneum
            Gate, is a small and unprepossessing house now known as the House of the Etruscan Column. Unremarkable from the outside and
            off the beaten track both in the ancient world and now, it conceals, as its modern name hints, a puzzling curiosity within.
            For lodged in the wall between two of its main rooms is an ancient column, its appearance reminiscent of the architecture
            of the Etruscans – who were a major power in Italy through the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, before the rise of Rome itself,
            with influence and settlements extending far beyond their homeland in north Italy to the area around Pompeii. The column almost
            certainly dates from the sixth century BCE, several hundred years before the house was built.
         

         
         
         
         
         Careful digging under the house has thrown some light on this puzzle. It turns out that the column is in its original position
            and the house has been built around it. Part of a sixth-century BCE religious sanctuary, it was not a support for a building,
            but freestanding, possibly next to an altar and once carrying a statue (an arrangement known in other early religious sites
            in Italy). Sixth-century Greek pottery, presumably from offerings and dedications, was found in the area round about, as was
            evidence (in the form of seeds and pollen) for a significant number of beech trees. These were not likely to be natural woodland;
            for beech trees, it is argued, do not grow naturally on low ground in southern Italy. The speculation is, therefore, that
            this venerable old sanctuary had originally been surrounded by another of those characteristic features of early Italian religion:
            a sacred grove, here specially planted in beech. And by way of confirmation (rather weak confirmation, in my view) we are
            asked to compare a similarly ancient sanctuary of the god Jupiter in Rome, set in its own sacred beech grove: the ‘Fagutal’
            as it was called, from fagus meaning beech tree.
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         12. The House of the Faun was one of the grandest, and by the first century CE most old-fashioned, houses of the town, though
            it is now sadly dilapidated. Here we look through its front door into the main atrium, with the dancing satyr (or Faun). Beyond
            lay two large peristyle gardens and the famous Alexander Mosaic (Ill. 13).
         

         
         
         
         
         However we imagine the column in its original setting, with beech trees few or many, woodland or artificial grove, the main
            lines of its story are clear enough. When the early shrine was eventually covered by housing, probably in the third century
            BCE, the standing column was preserved intact within the later structures, out of respect – or so we may guess – for its religious
            status. Centuries later, in 79 CE, it was still visible in the house that then stood on the plot: whether even at that date
            it retained some trace of special sanctity, or had simply become an interesting talking point for its owners in an otherwise
            nondescript house, we do not know.
         

         
         
         
         
         The little story of this column is a reminder of a much bigger point: that by the time it was finally destroyed Pompeii was
            an old city, and visibly so. Although, to most modern eyes, the ruins appear homogeneously Roman, indistinguishable in date
            and style, they are in fact nothing of the sort. For a start, as we shall soon see, in 79 CE Pompeii had strictly speaking
            been a ‘Roman’ town for less than 200 years. But also, like most cities, ancient or modern, it was a sometimes messy amalgam
            of spanking-new building, esteemed antiques and artful restorations – as well as of the quaintly old-fashioned and the quietly
            dilapidated. Its residents would no doubt have been well aware of these differences and of the mixture of old and new that
            made up their town.
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         13. The most intricate ancient mosaic ever discovered, the Alexander Mosaic covered the floor of one of the main display rooms
            of the House of the Faun. This engraving shows the complete design. Alexander the Great (on the left) is fighting Darius the
            King of Persia. As his horses tell us (for they have already turned) Darius is about to flee in the face of the onslaught
            of the young Macedonian. There are all kinds of virtuoso artistic touches here – such as the horse in centre stage seen as
            if from behind. (See also Plate 15.)
         

         
         
         
         
         The most extraordinary example of a ‘museum piece’ is one of the most famous, and now most visited, of all Pompeian houses:
            the House of the Faun. This house is vast, the biggest in the city, and at some 3000 square metres is of positively regal
            dimensions (approaching the scale, for example, of the palaces of the kings of Macedon at Pella in northern Greece). It is
            now known not only for its bronze statue of the dancing ‘faun’ but also for its stunning suite of decorated floor mosaics.
            Prime amongst these is the so-called ‘Alexander mosaic’ (Ill. 13), one of the star exhibits of the National Museum in Naples,
            and painstakingly constructed from a countless number of tiny stones or tesserae: estimates have varied from 1.5 million to 5 million, no one ever having had the patience to count them one by one. When
            first excavated in the 1830s, its epic proportions and confused mêlée of fighting prompted the ingenious idea that it depicted
            a battle scene from Homer’s Iliad. We are now convinced that it shows the defeat of the Persian king Darius (in his chariot, on the right; Plate 15) by the
            youthful Alexander the Great (on horseback, on the left) – perhaps, as is usually assumed, a virtuoso copy in mosaic of a
            lost masterpiece in painting, or perhaps an original creation.
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         Figure 2. The House of the Faun. Though vastly over-blown (covering a whole city block), the House of the Faun still shows
            many characteristic features of more ordinary Pompeian houses. The street frontage, for example, is occupied by a series of
            shops. This version of the standard plan takes the visitor through a narrow entrance way into one of two atria. Beyond lie
            two peristyle gardens.
         

         
         
         
         
         Few modern visitors, who marvel at its size or admire its exquisite mosaics (there are nine others in the Naples Museum),
            realise quite how old-fashioned the House of the Faun would have seemed by the time of the eruption. The house was given its
            final form in the late second century BCE, when the mosaics were installed and many of its walls were grandly painted in the
            characteristic style of the time, and it remained more or less the same for the next 200 years. New paintings and restorations
            were done carefully to match. Who the rich owners of this house were we do not know (though one nice suggestion is that they
            were a longstanding local family, called Satrius – in which case that bronze faun or ‘satyr’ is a visual pun on their name).
            Still less do we know what encouraged (or forced) them to keep it unchanged over the centuries. What is clear is that the experience in 79 of visiting the House of the Faun would have been not so far different from our own experience
            of visiting a historic house or stately home. Passing through its portals – stepping over another mosaic, this time blazoning
            the Latin word HAVE, meaning ‘greetings’ (though the entirely unintended English pun on possession seems appropriate for this vast mansion) –
            you would have found yourself back in the second century.
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         14. One of a series of terracotta reliefs (60 centimetres high) found re-used in the garden wall of the House of the Golden
            Bracelet – originally having adorned some sacred building, possibly the Temple of Apollo in the Forum. On this panel, the
            goddess Diana (Greek Artemis) stands on the right, and a figure of Victory on the left.
         

         
         
         
         
         The House of the Faun is an extreme case. But all over the town the old was mixed up with the new. Distinctly old-fashioned
            styles of interior decor, for example, were lovingly preserved, or left to peel, next to the newest decorative fashions. The
            sundial in the exercise area of one of the main public baths, allowing busy bathers or exercisers to keep an eye on the time,
            was not only two centuries old by the time of the eruption, but it carried a commemorative inscription written in the native,
            pre-Roman language of the area – Oscan. By 79 probably only a few of Pompeii’s inhabitants could have deciphered that it had
            been paid for by the local council, using money they had accrued from fines.
         

         
         
         
         
         We can also glimpse other stories of preservation and reuse to rival that of the Etruscan column. One recent discovery has
            revealed the ultimate fate of a series of terracotta sculptures which (to judge from their subject matter and shape) must
            once have adorned a temple in Pompeii itself or its surrounding countryside, possibly even the temple of the god Apollo in
            the Forum (Ill. 14). Crafted sometime in the second century BCE, and decommissioned perhaps after the earthquake of 62 CE,
            they ended up built into the garden wall of a rich multi-storey house (the House of the Golden Bracelet) which overlooked
            the sea – with what must have been stunning views – on the western edge of the town. A nice piece of architectural salvage
            maybe, though a far cry from the religious sanctity of their original location.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before Rome

         
         
         
         
         Pompeii was an even older city than its visible remains suggest. In 79, there was no building in use – public or private –
            that was earlier than the third century BCE. But at least two of the main temples of the city, even if repeatedly restored,
            rebuilt and brought up to date, had a history stretching back to the sixth century. The Temple of Apollo, in the Forum, was
            one, as was the Temple of Minerva and Hercules nearby. This seems to have been in ruins at the time of the eruption, and had
            possibly been abandoned once and for all, but excavations have brought to light some of the decorative sculpture from its
            earlier phases, pottery from the sixth century BCE and hundreds of offerings – many of them little terracotta figurines, some
            clearly representing the goddess Minerva (Greek Athena) herself. Besides, as the explorations around the Etruscan column show,
            digging down under the surviving structures elsewhere in the city can also produce evidence of much earlier occupation of
            the site.
         

         
         
         
         
         One of the boom industries in the current archaeology of Pompeii is, in fact, the story of the town’s early history. The fashionable
            question for specialists has shifted from ‘What was Pompeii like in 79 CE?’ to ‘When did the city originate and how did it
            develop?’. This has launched a whole series of excavations deep under the first-century CE surface to discover what was on
            the site before the structures that we can still see. It is a fiendishly difficult process, not least because hardly anyone
            is keen to destroy the surviving remains simply to find out what they replaced. So most of the work has been ‘key-hole archaeology’,
            digging down in small areas, where it can be done with minimum damage to what lies above – and to the attractiveness of Pompeii
            for visitors. For most of us, let’s face it, come to see the impressive ruins of the city overwhelmed by Vesuvius, not the
            faint traces of some archaic settlement.
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         Figure 3. The development of the city plan. The chronology of the city’s growth appears to be visible in the street plan.
            The ‘Old Town’ at bottom left (shaded) has an irregular street pattern. Other blocks of streets follow different alignments.
         

         
         
         
         
         The challenge is to match up these isolated pockets of evidence both to each other and to the hints of the history of urban
            development given by the city’s ground plan. For it has long been recognised that the pattern of streets, with different areas
            having differently shaped ‘blocks’ and subtly different alignments, almost certainly reflects in some way the story of the
            city’s growth (Fig. 3). The other key fact is that the circuit of the town walls on their present line dates back to the sixth
            century BCE – meaning that (surprising as this may seem) the ultimate extent of the town was established from this early period.
         

         
         
         
         
         Given the tricky evidence, there is an unusual amount of agreement about the main lines of the history it reveals. Most people
            accept that, as the city’s plan suggests, the original nucleus of the settlement was in the south-west corner, where the irregular
            pattern of streets points to something that archaeologists have rather grandly called the ‘Old Town’. But, beyond that, the
            number of early finds, both pottery and the evidence of buildings, from all over the town has made it increasingly clear that
            Pompeii was already a relatively widespread community within the walls in the sixth century BCE. In fact there is hardly anywhere
            in the city where deep digging under the existing structures has not produced some traces of sixth-century material, albeit
            in tiny fragments and sometimes the product of especially keen searching (one story being that Amadeo Maiuri, the ‘Great Survivor’,
            who directed the excavations on the site from 1924, through fascism and the Second World War, up until 1961, used to give
            his workmen a bonus if they found early pottery where he hoped – an archaeological tactic that usually produces results).
            It is also clear that there is a dramatic falling off in finds through the fifth century, a gradual build-up again through
            the fourth, until the third century marks the start of the recognisable urban development as we now see it.
         

         
         
         
         
         There is much less agreement about exactly how old the original nucleus is, and whether the occasional finds of material on
            and near the site from the seventh, eighth or even ninth centuries BCE represent a settled community as such. And there are
            sharp differences of opinion about how the area within the walls was used in the sixth century BCE. One view holds that it
            was mostly enclosed farmland, and that our finds come from isolated agricultural buildings or cottages or rural sanctuaries.
            This is not implausible, except for the unconvincingly large number of ‘sanctuaries’ that this view seems to produce – some
            of them much less obviously religious sites than the ‘Etruscan column’.
         

         
         
         
         
         A more recent and rival position sees a much more developed urban framework, even at this early date. The main argument for
            this is that, so far as we can tell from the now scanty traces, all the early structures outside the ‘Old Town’ were built
            following the later, developed alignment of the streets. This does not mean that sixth-century Pompeii was a densely occupied
            town in our sense. In fact, even in 79 CE there was plenty of open, cultivated land within the circuit of the walls. But it
            does imply that the street grid was already established, at least in some rudimentary form. On this interpretation Pompeii
            was at that point a city already ‘waiting to happen’ – even if there was an uncomfortably long three centuries before that
            ‘happening’ was to come about
         

         
         
         
         
         Equally debated is the question of who these early Pompeians were. It is not only the town’s latest phases that have a decidedly
            multicultural tinge, with their Greek art, Jewish dietary rules, Indian bric-a-brac, Egyptian religion and so forth. Even
            in the sixth century BCE Pompeii stood at the heart of a region – known, then and now, as Campania – where, long before the
            Romans came to dominate, indigenous peoples speaking the native Oscan language rubbed shoulders with Greek settlers. There
            had, for example, been a substantial Greek town at Cumae, fifty kilometres away across the Bay of Naples, since the eighth
            century BCE. Etruscans too were a significant presence. They had settled in the region from the middle of the seventh century,
            and for 150 years or so rivalled the Greek communities for control of the area. Which of these groups was the driving force
            behind the early development of Pompeii is frankly anyone’s guess, and archaeology does not provide the answer: a fragment
            of an Etruscan pot, for example, almost certainly shows contact between the inhabitants of the town and the Etruscan communities
            of the area, but it does not demonstrate (despite some confident assertions to the contrary) that Pompeii was an Etruscan
            town.
         

         
         
         
         [image: -1743750712]

         
         
         Figure 4. Map of area surrounding Pompeii

         
         
         
         
         What is more, ancient writers seem to have been no more certain than we are about how to disentangle the city’s earliest history.
            Some relied on marvellously inventive etymologies, deriving the name ‘Pompeii’ from the ‘triumphal procession’ (pompa) of Hercules, who was supposed to have passed this way after his victory over the monster Geryon in Spain, or from the Oscan
            word for ‘five’ (pumpe), so inferring that the town had been formed out of five villages. More soberly, the Greek writer Strabo, first-century-BCE
            author of a multi-volume treatise on Geography, offered a list of the town’s inhabitants. At first sight this matches up reassuringly with some of our own theories: ‘Oscans
            used to occupy Pompeii, then Etruscans and Pelasgians [i.e. Greeks]’. But whether Strabo had access to good chronological
            information, as more optimistic modern scholars have hoped, or whether he was just hedging his bets in the face of uncertainty,
            as I tend to feel, we simply cannot be sure.
         

         
         
         
         
         Strabo did not, however, stop with the Pelasgians. ‘After that,’ he wrote, ‘it was the turn of the Samnites. But they too
            were ejected.’ Here he was referring to the period between the fifth and third centuries BCE, when Pompeii began to take its
            familiar form. These Samnites were another group of Oscan-speakers, tribes from the heartlands of Italy, who feature in later
            Roman stereotypes – not entirely unfairly – as a tough race of mountain warriors, hard-nosed and frugal. In the shifting geopolitics
            of pre-Roman Italy, they moved into Campania and managed to establish control of the region, decisively defeating the Greeks
            at Cumae in 420 BCE, only fifty years after the Greeks themselves had managed to get rid of the Etruscans.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is perhaps this series of conflicts that accounts for the apparent change in Pompeii’s fortunes in the fifth century. In
            fact some archaeologists have concluded from the more or less complete absence of finds on the site at that point that the
            town was abandoned for a time. But only for a time. By the fourth century BCE, Pompeii was probably – though firm evidence
            for this, beyond Strabo himself, is virtually nil – part of what is now grandly known as a ‘Samnite Confederacy’. At least,
            in a key position on the coast and at the mouth of the river Sarno (whose precise ancient course is hardly better known to
            us than the shoreline), it acted as the port for the settlements upstream. As Strabo noted, hinting at yet another derivation
            of the town’s name, it was located near a river which served to ‘take cargoes in and send them out (Greek: ekpempein)’.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘But the Samnites too were ejected’? Strabo had no need to explain who was behind the ejection. For this was the period of
            Rome’s expansion through Italy, and of its transformation from a small central Italian town with control over its immediate
            neighbours to the dominant power in the entire peninsula and increasingly in the Mediterranean as a whole. In the second half
            of the fourth century BCE Campania was just one of the fields of operation in a series of Roman wars against the Samnites.
            Pompeii had its own cameo role in these, when in 310 BCE a Roman fleet landed there and disembarked its troops, who proceeded
            to ravage and plunder the countryside up the Sarno valley.
         

         
         
         
         
         These wars involved many of the old power bases of Italy: not just Rome and various tribes of Samnites, but Greeks now concentrated
            in Naples (Neapolis) and, to the north, Etruscans and Gauls. And they were not a walkover for Rome. It was at the hands of
            the Samnites, in 321 BCE, that the Roman army sustained one of its most humiliating defeats ever, holed up in a mountain pass
            known as the ‘Caudine Forks’. Even the Pompeians put up a good fight against the plunderers from the Roman fleet. According
            to the Roman historian Livy, as the soldiers laden with their loot had almost made it back to the ships, the locals fell upon
            them, grabbed the plunder and killed a few. One small victory for Pompeii against Rome.
         

         
         
         
         
         But the Romans – as was always the way – won in the end. By the early third century BCE, Pompeii and its neighbours in Campania
            had been turned, like it or not, into allies of Rome. These allies retained more or less complete independence in their own
            local government. There was no concerted attempt to impose on them Roman-style institutions, nor to demand the use of Latin
            rather than their native Italic language. The main language of Pompeii continued to be Oscan, as it had been under the Samnites.
            But they were obliged to provide manpower for the Roman armies and to toe the Roman line in matters of war, peace, alliances
            and the rest of what we might anachronistically call ‘foreign policy’.
         

         
         
         
         
         In many ways Pompeii did very well out of this dependent status. From the end of the third century, the population of the
            town increased dramatically, or so we conclude from the tremendous expansion of housing. In the second, an array of new public
            buildings were erected (baths, gymnasium, temples, theatre, law courts), while the House of the Faun is only the largest of
            a number of grand private mansions that made their permanent mark on the urban scene at this period. It was now that Pompeii,
            for the first time, began to look like what we would call ‘a town’. Why?
         

         
         
         
         
         One answer may be Hannibal’s invasion of Italy at the end of the third century. As the Carthaginians pressed south from their
            famous crossing of the Alps, Campania became once again a major arena of fighting – some communities remaining loyal to Rome,
            others defecting to the enemy. Capua to the north was one of those which defected, and it was in turn besieged by the Romans
            and dreadfully punished. Nuceria, on the other hand, just a few kilometres from Pompeii, remained loyal and was destroyed
            by Hannibal. Even if it can hardly have remained entirely unscathed in the middle of this war zone, Pompeii was not directly
            hit and must have been a likely refuge for many of those displaced and dispossessed in the conflict. This may well account
            for some of the striking growth in housing at this period, and the spurt in urban development. The town, in other words, was
            an unexpected beneficiary of one of Rome’s darkest hours.
         

         
         
         
         
         Another answer is the onward expansion of Roman imperialism in the east and the wealth that came with it. Even if the allies
            were not free agents in Rome’s wars of conquest, they certainly took some share in the profits. These came partly from the
            spoils and booty of the battlefield, but also from the trading links increasingly opened up with the eastern Mediterranean
            and the new avenues of contact with the skills and artistic and literary traditions of the Greek world (beyond those offered
            by the Greek communities that still remained in the local area).
         

         
         
         
         
         At least one plundered showpiece, captured when the Romans and their allies sacked the fabulously rich Greek city of Corinth
            in 146 BCE, seems to have been on display outside the temple of Apollo in Pompeii. What exactly it was we do not know (a statue,
            perhaps, or luxury metalwork), but the inscription in Oscan recording its gift by the Roman commander, Mummius, on that occasion
            still survives. Further afield, family names found at Pompeii are recorded also in the great Greek trading centres, such as
            the island of Delos. It is impossible to be absolutely certain that any of the individuals concerned were actually native
            Pompeians. Nonetheless, the impact of trading contacts like these is clear to see – right down to the daily bread and butter
            of (at least) the Pompeian elite. Carefully collecting seeds and the microscopic traces of spices and other foodstuffs, archaeologists
            exploring a group of houses near the Herculaneum Gate have suggested that, from the second century on, the inhabitants were
            enjoying a more varied diet, drawn from further afield, including a good sprinkling of pepper and cumin. And even if the House
            of the Faun was hardly a typical Pompeian residence, its array of mosaics – especially the tour de force that was the Alexander mosaic – attest to the high level of Greek artistic culture that could be found in the city.
         

         
         
         
         
         In short, second-century BCE Pompeii was an expanding and thriving community, doing very nicely out of its relations with
            Rome. But, though allies, the Pompeians were not Roman citizens. For the privileges of that status, and to become a truly
            Roman town, they had to resort to war.
         

         
         
         
         
         Becoming Roman

         
         
         
         
         The so-called ‘Social War’ broke out in 91 BCE, when a group of Italian allies (or socii, hence the name) went to war with Rome. Pompeii was one of them. It now seems a peculiar kind of rebellion. For, although
            the allied motives have been endlessly debated, it is most likely that they resorted to violence, not because they wished
            to turn their back on the Roman world and escape its domination, but because they resented not being full members of Rome’s
            club. They wanted, in other words, Roman citizenship, and the protection, power, influence and the right to vote at Rome itself
            which went with it. It was a conflict notorious for its savagery, and in effect – given that Romans and allies had become
            used to fighting side by side – a civil war. Predictably enough, the vastly superior force of Romans was victorious in one
            sense, but the allies were in another: for they got what they wanted. Some of the rebel communities were bought off instantly
            by the offer of citizenship. But even those who held out were enfranchised once they had been defeated in battle. From then
            on, for the first time, more or less the whole of the peninsula of Italy became Roman in the strict sense of the word.
         

         
         
         
         
         During this war, Pompeii itself was besieged in 89 by the famous general Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who was later to become –
            albeit briefly – a murderous dictator in the city of Rome itself (between 82 and 81 he put a price on the head of more than
            500 of his wealthy opponents, who were brutally hunted down if they didn’t manage to kill themselves first). And in the ranks
            of Sulla’s army, so we are told by his biographer, Plutarch, was the young Marcus Tullius Cicero, then in his late teens,
            and years away from the oratorical triumphs in the Roman law courts that would launch his political career and become the
            ‘set-books’ for budding orators and students of Latin ever after.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sulla’s handiwork is still visible at Pompeii, in the shape of numerous lead bullets and ballista balls (the Roman equivalent
            of cannon shot) found on the site, and a smattering of small holes in the city walls where shots that had presumably been
            aimed to clear the defences fell short and left their tell-tale mark. Inside the city, houses close to the walls at the north
            came off particularly badly. The House of the Vestals – so called because of a fanciful eighteenth-century notion that it
            was the residence of a group of virgin priestesses, the ‘Vestal Virgins’ – suffered serious damage, even if its wealthy owners
            managed to turn the chaos and destruction to their own advantage. In the aftermath of the war it seems that they got their
            hands on some of the neighbouring property, rebuilding their house on a much larger scale. By an uncanny coincidence, the
            House of the Vestals was again a victim of warfare almost 2000 years later, when it was hit by Allied bombs in September 1943.
            Excavations now turn up pieces of modern shrapnel alongside the Roman sling bullets.
         

         
         
         
         
         How vigorously or how long the Pompeians resisted the Roman fire we do not know. A series of notices in Oscan, painted up
            at street corners, may give us some hint of their preparation in the face of attack. These are usually thought to go back
            to the time of the siege, preserved under layers of later plaster, which has since fallen off to reveal them. The translation
            is by no means certain, but they very likely give instructions to the defending troops on where exactly they should muster
            (‘between the twelfth tower and the Salt Gate’), and under whose command (‘where Matrius, son of Vibius, is in charge’).
            If so, they suggest a fair degree of organisation, as well as a community literate enough to make use of written instructions
            in an emergency. There was also help for Pompeii from the outside. One ancient account of the Social War describes how a rebel
            general, Lucius Cluentius, came to relieve the town. In the first skirmish, he actually came out ahead, but Sulla returned
            to the fight and decisively defeated him and chased his army off to the nearby rebel stronghold of Nola, killing more than
            20,000 of them, according to (not necessarily reliable) ancient estimates. Pompeii must have fallen soon after.
         

         
         
         
         
         It did not suffer the violent treatment meted out to some other allied towns in their defeat. But less than a decade after
            the war had ended and the Pompeians had been granted citizenship of Rome, Sulla got his revenge in another way. Needing places
            to settle his veteran soldiers, brought home after long wars in Greece, he chose to plant some of them – at a conservative
            estimate a couple of thousand, plus their families – at Pompeii. This was a substantial and sudden addition to the population,
            perhaps increasing the number of inhabitants by almost 50 per cent. But the impact was even bigger than that. The town was
            formally converted into a Roman ‘colony’ and its local government was reformed accordingly. Its annual elected officials were
            given new names and, no doubt, new duties. The old Oscan chief magistrate, the meddix tuticus, was replaced by a pair known as duoviri iure dicundo, literally ‘two men for pronouncing the law’.
         

         
         
         
         
         The name of the town was also changed to reflect its new status. Pompeii was now officially known as Colonia Cornelia Veneria Pompeiana: Cornelia from Sulla’s family name, Cornelius; Veneria from his patron goddess, Venus. It became, in other words, ‘The Cornelian Colony of Pompeii, under the divine protection
            of Venus’ (a mouthful in Latin as well as in English). As that title hints, the official public language of the town now became
            Latin, even though in private contexts Oscan continued to be used by some of the locals – an ever-dwindling minority no doubt
            – up until 79 CE. It was these few who would have been able to decipher those ancient Oscan inscriptions still on view. And
            in the final years of the city one of them, a client presumably, left his name scratched on the wall of the brothel – in the
            distinctive letters of the Oscan alphabet.
         

         
         
         
         
         These ‘colonists’, as they are now often called, changed the face of Pompeii. A large new suite of public baths was erected
            near the Forum, and improvements were made to others – including a new sauna – funded by two of the early duoviri. Most dramatically of all, existing housing was demolished and an Amphitheatre was erected in the south-east corner of the
            town, the earliest surviving stone Amphitheatre anywhere in the world. This was put up, as the inscriptions displayed above
            its main entrances declared, thanks to the generosity of another pair of prominent newcomers, who also sponsored – though
            did not pay for out of their own pockets – the construction of a brand-new Covered Theatre (or ‘Odeon’, as it is sometimes
            now called). There is good reason to think that one of these grandees, Caius Quinctius Valgus, was a man also known to us
            from his walk-on part in Latin literature: ‘Valgus’, the father-in-law of one Publius Servilius Rullus, whose attempt to redistribute
            land to the Roman poor was the target of Cicero’s invective in his three speeches Against Rullus. If so, and if we can trust half of what Cicero says about him, then the man who bankrolled the Pompeian Amphitheatre was
            not (or not only) an altruistic benefactor of his local community, but a nasty piece of work who had made a considerable financial
            killing out of Sulla’s reign of terror in Rome.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is not so clear where this influx of new inhabitants lived. In the absence of any signs of an obvious ‘colonists’ quarter’
            inside the city, one recent idea is that they largely had their property and land, smallholdings or grander villas, in the
            surrounding countryside. This is a convenient solution to a nagging problem, but only a partial one. Some of the colonists
            must have lived within the walls. Good candidates for the property of the richest among them, though certainly not the rank
            and file, are the range of houses built on the coastal side of the city (the House of the Golden Bracelet and its neighbours).
            These were sited directly over the city wall – no longer a strategic necessity once Pompeii was part of a supposedly peaceful,
            Roman Italy – multi-storey structures, built onto land sharply sloping down to sea-level, with a total floor area sometimes
            not far short of the House of the Faun. Magnificent entertainment suites, with large windows and terraces, opened onto what
            must once have been a spectacular beach and sea view (Ill. 15). Sadly these houses are not regularly open to visitors. For,
            with their many levels, their labyrinthine corridors and stairways, not to mention the panoramic vistas (whoever said Romans
            did not care for scenery?), they offer a dramatic alternative to the standard image of a Roman house. They must have been
            some of the most fashionable pieces of real estate in the town.
         

         
         
         
         
         In some ways, the arrival of the colony simply speeded up a process of ‘Romanisation’ that was already underway in the town.
            After all, unless that particular mosaic is a later insertion, the owner of the House of the Faun had chosen to greet his
            visitors in Latin (HAVE) as early as the second century BCE. And some of the wave of early first-century public buildings may actually have predated
            the arrival of the colonists, rather than (as is often assumed) being their initiative. The truth is that, unless there is
            firm evidence in an inscription, it is very hard to be precise about the date of these buildings, one side or the other of
            the foundation of the colony. The argument for making many of them the work of the colonists is almost entirely circular,
            even if not necessarily wrong (the colonists were avid builders; all buildings of the early first-century BCE are therefore
            the work of the colonists; this in turn proves that the colonists were avid builders). It is still disputed, for example,
            whether the temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva which dominates one end of the Forum was a colonial foundation (one archaeologist
            has recently claimed that its unit of measurement appears to be the ‘Roman foot’, suggesting a Roman construction), or whether
            it was an earlier temple already dedicated to Jupiter alone, later adapted to that characteristically Roman divine triad.
            There was, unsurprisingly given Rome’s growing influence, a good deal of ‘self-Romanisation’ going on in ‘pre-Roman’ Pompeii.
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         15. Located on the western edge of the city, above the old city wall, the House of Fabius Rufus enjoyed a enviable view over
            the sea. It was designed to make the most of this, with large windows and terraces.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yet, true as it is, that picture tends to underestimate the degree of conflict which existed in the first years of the colony
            between the Roman newcomers and the Oscan inhabitants. This was partly a cultural clash, no doubt; though I suspect that the
            view, held by some modern historians, that the sophisticated, theatre-loving Pompeians found the brutish Amphitheatre-loving
            veterans a bit hard to take, is as unfair to the veterans as it is over-generous to the Pompeians. More to the point, the
            incomers seem, for a time at least, to have seized day-to-day political control of the town, to the exclusion of its old residents.
         

         
         
         
         
         There are signs of this exclusion on the site itself. The names of the town’s elected officials that survive from the first
            decades of the colony include none of the traditional Oscan family names, but are solidly Roman. And the inscription commemorating
            the building of the new Amphitheatre declares that Valgus and his co-benefactor donated it ‘to the colonists’. Of course,
            ‘to the colonists’ would in a technical sense include all the inhabitants of what was now formally known as the Colonia Cornelia Veneria Pompeiana. But, technically correct though it may have been, it is hard to imagine that this formulation would have sounded inclusive
            to the old families of the town. And, in fact, the idea that in popular talk ‘the colonists’ and ‘the Pompeians’ were treated
            as separate and rival groups in the town is confirmed by a speech of Cicero’s delivered at Rome in 62 BCE.
         

         
         
         
         
         Cicero was defending Publius Sulla, the nephew of the dictator, against the accusation that he had been an accomplice of Lucius
            Sergius Catilina, an indebted aristocrat and luckless revolutionary, who had died earlier in the year in a botched attempt
            to overthrow the Roman government. Twenty years earlier, this young Sulla had been the man on the ground in charge of establishing
            the colony at Pompeii. At one point – in answer to the, not wholly implausible, allegation that Sulla had driven the Pompeians
            into Catilina’s plots – Cicero treats his Roman audience to a discussion of local Pompeian politics. It is a suspiciously
            tortuous defence, focusing on the disputes in the town between the ‘colonists’ and the ‘Pompeians’. These are now over, he
            claims, thanks in part (believe it, or not) to the interventions of Sulla himself; and both groups – still operating separately,
            we should note – have sent delegations to Rome in Sulla’s support. But what had the disputes been about? Cicero talks vaguely
            about Pompeian grievances over ‘their votes’ and over ambulatio, a Latin word which can mean anything from ‘walking’ to a place in which to walk, i.e. ‘a portico’.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is easy enough to see what the arguments about ‘votes’ might have been. Put this hint together with the absence of local
            names from the first magistrates of the colony, and it seems certain that the new political arrangements somehow disadvantaged
            the old inhabitants. Some modern scholars have even imagined that they were completely debarred from voting – though other
            less extreme forms of disadvantage are possible, and more plausible. But an enormous amount of ingenuity has been deployed
            in trying to work out what the dispute about ambulatio could have been. Had, for example, restrictions been placed on the Pompeians’ right of movement about the city (ambulatio in the sense of ‘walking’)? Was there a particular portico that was out of bounds to them, which caused offence? Or was Cicero
            not talking about ambulatio at all, but (as one manuscript of the speech has it) about ambitio, i.e. ‘bribery’ or ‘corrupt practices’ – which might again refer back to a problem with the voting system?
         

         
         
         
         
         There is, frankly, something of a mystery here. But whichever solution we find least implausible, one thing is clear. Temporary
            though the troubles were (within a couple of decades, those absent Oscan names start to reappear in the local government),
            the first years of Pompeii’s life as a fully Roman town cannot have been happy ones for its old population.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pompeii in the Roman world

         
         
         
         
         There is a well-established myth that Pompeii was an insignificant backwater in the Roman world. Its main claim to fame was
            its production of fish sauce (garum). Praised, in passing, by the elder Pliny (‘... Pompeii too has a good reputation for its garum’), the Pompeian version of this delicacy clearly enjoyed brisk sales throughout Campania, to judge from all its distinctive
            pottery jars which so often turn up in excavations. It has even been found in Gaul. But the isolated discovery of a Pompeian
            jar may not necessarily indicate a thriving international export market, so much as culinary supplies, or even a gift, taken
            on his travels by a wandering Pompeian. Next to its fish sauce came its wine – admittedly a mixed bag. There were some distinguished
            labels, but Pliny warned that the local plonk was liable to give you a hangover until midday the next day.
         

         
         
         
         
         The usual idea is that the people of Pompeii went on with their lives, untroubled, as the big events of Roman history unfurled;
            first as the free quasi-democratic Republic of Rome collapsed into dictatorship and bouts of civil war, until Augustus (31
            BCE–14 CE) established the one-man rule of the Roman empire; then later as one emperor succeeded the next, some like Augustus
            himself or Vespasian (who came to the throne, after another bout of civil war, in 69 CE) gaining a reputation for probity
            and benevolent autocracy, others like Caligula (37–41 CE) or Nero (54–68 CE) decried as mad despots. For the most part the
            centre of action remained a long way from Pompeii, though occasionally it came a little too close for comfort. In the late
            70s BCE, for example, not long after the foundation of the colony, the slave rebels under Spartacus temporarily made their
            encampment in the crater of Vesuvius, just a few kilometres to the north of the town. This is an incident perhaps immortalised
            in a rough painting discovered in a house at Pompeii under layers of later decoration which shows a scene of combat including
            a man on horseback labelled, in Oscan, ‘Spartaks’. It is a nice idea. But more likely the painting shows some kind of gladiatorial
            fight.
         

         
         
         
         
         Very occasionally, too, Pompeii itself made an impact on the capital and on Roman literature, whether because of some natural
            disaster, or because of what happened in 59 CE. In that year some gladiatorial games got out of hand, a murderous fight ensued
            between the local inhabitants and the ‘away supporters’ from nearby Nuceria, and the wounded and bereaved ended up taking
            their complaints to the emperor Nero himself. By and large, however, the usual line is that life in Pompeii went on its sleepy
            way, without making much of a dent on life and literature at Rome – or, vice versa, without being much affected by international
            geopolitics and the machinations of the elite in the capital.
         

         
         
         
         
         In fact, Cicero could even joke about the doziness of local Pompeian politics. On one occasion, he was attacking the way that
            Julius Caesar would appoint anyone of his favourites to the senate, without the usual processes of election. In a quip reminiscent
            of all those modern disparaging references to Tunbridge Wells or South Bend, Indiana, he is supposed to have said that while
            it was easy enough to get into the senate at Rome, ‘at Pompeii it is difficult’. Eager students of Pompeian local government
            have sometimes seized on this to argue that the political life of the town really was buzzing with competition, even more
            so than Rome itself. But they have missed the heavy irony. Cicero’s point is along the lines of ‘It’s easier to get into the
            House of Lords than to be mayor of Tunbridge Wells’ – in other words, it is even easier than the easiest thing you can think
            of.
         

         
         
         
         
         Archaeologists have greeted the insignificance of Pompeii in two ways. Most have, openly or privately, lamented the fact that
            the single town in the Roman world to have been preserved at this level of detail should be one so far from the mainstream
            of Roman life, history and politics. Others, by contrast, have celebrated the fact that the city is so unremarkable, seeing
            it as a bonus that we here get a glimpse of those inhabitants of the ancient world who are usually unnoticed by history. No
            deceptive Hollywood-style glamour here.
         

         
         
         
         
         But Pompeii was by no means the forgotten backwater that it is usually painted. True, it was not Rome; and, to follow Cicero,
            its political life (as we shall see in Chapter 6) can hardly have been as cut-throat as that in the capital. It was in many
            ways a very ordinary place. But it is a feature of ordinary places in Roman Italy that they had close bonds to Rome itself. They were often linked
            by ties of patronage, support and protection to the highest echelons of the Roman elite. We know, for example, from an inscription
            that once adorned his statue in the town, that the emperor Augustus’ favourite nephew and would-be heir, Marcellus, at one
            point held the semi-official position of ‘patron’ of Pompeii. The histories of communities like this were bound up with that
            of Rome. They provided a stage on which the political dramas of the capital could be replayed. Their successes, problems and
            crises were capable of making an impact well beyond the immediate locality, in the capital itself. To put it in the jargon
            of modern politics, Roman Italy was a ‘joined up’ community.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pompeii lay just 240 kilometres south of Rome, linked to it by good roads. An urgent message – provided the messenger had
            enough changes of mount – could reach Pompeii from the capital in a day. For ordinary travel, you would allow three days,
            a week at dawdling pace. But it was not just that, in ancient terms, Pompeii was easily accessible from the capital. The Roman
            elite, and their entourages, had good reason to make the journey. For the Bay of Naples, then as (in parts) still now, was
            a popular area of relaxation, holiday-making and often luxurious ‘second homes’ in the lush countryside or, best of all, overlooking
            the sea. The town of Baiae, across the Bay from Pompeii, had become by the first century BCE a byword for an upmarket, hedonistic
            resort – more or less the ancient equivalent of St Tropez. We have already spotted the young Cicero, serving as a raw recruit
            in the siege of Pompeii during the Social War. Twenty-five years later, he acquired – for slightly more than he could afford
            – a country residence ‘in the Pompeii area’, which he used as a bolt-hole away from Rome and, while he vacillated in the run-up
            to the Civil War between Julius Caesar and Pompey the Great in 49 BCE, as a convenient place from which to plan his getaway
            by sea. Eighteenth-century scholars were convinced that they had identified the very building, in a substantial property just
            outside Pompeii’s Herculaneum Gate (and since covered over again) (Plate 1). Based on a minute analysis of all Cicero’s references
            to his ‘Pompeianum’ and combined with a good deal of wishful thinking, their identification is – sadly – almost certainly
            wrong.
         

         
         
         
         
         Their twentieth-century followers became almost equally excited about pinpointing the property of another grandee in the area
            near the city: this time, Nero’s second wife, Poppaea, the celebrity beauty for whom the emperor killed both his mother and
            his first wife, Octavia, and who was herself eventually to die at her husband’s hands, inadvertently (he kicked her in the
            stomach while she was pregnant, but had not meant to kill her). As with Cicero, we have clear evidence that she was a local
            proprietor. In this case, some legal documents discovered in the nearby town of Herculaneum record ‘the empress Poppaea’ as
            owner of some brick- or tile-works ‘in the Pompeii area’. Her family may have come from Pompeii itself, and it has even been
            suggested that they were the owners of the large House of the Menander. Although it is nowhere directly stated in any of the
            ancient discussions of Poppaea’s (bad) character and background, the brickworks, combined with plenty of evidence in the town
            for a prominent local family of ‘Poppaei’, makes her Pompeian origin quite likely.
         

         
         
         
         
         That is enough on its own to illustrate again the strong connections between this area and the world of the Roman elite, but
            the temptation to find the remains of Poppaea’s local residence has proved just too strong, even for hard-headed modern archaeologists.
            The prime candidate is the vast villa at Oplontis (modern Torre Annunziata, some eight kilometres from Pompeii). Perhaps it
            was hers; for it is a very large property, on an imperial scale. But, despite the fact that it is now regularly called the
            ‘Villa of Poppaea’ as if that were certain, the evidence is extremely flimsy, hardly going beyond a couple of ambiguous graffiti,
            which do not necessarily have any link with Poppaea or Nero at all. Take the name of ‘Beryllos’, for example, scratched on
            one of the villa walls. That may, but just as easily may not, refer to the Beryllos who is known from one reference in the
            Jewish historian Josephus to have been one of the slaves of Nero. Beryllos was a common Greek name.
         

         
         
         
         
         Connections of a different kind between Pompeii and Rome are seen in the account of what is for us the second most famous
            appearance of Pompeii (after the eruption itself) in the narrative of Roman history: that riot in the Amphitheatre in 59,
            as described by the Roman historian Tacitus:
         

         
         
         
         
         About the same time, there was a minor skirmish between the men of Pompeii and Nuceria, both Roman colonies, which turned
            into a ghastly massacre. It happened at a gladiatorial show given by Livineius Regulus, whose expulsion from the senate I
            discussed above. In the unruly way of these inter-town rivalries, they moved from abuse, to pelting each other with stones,
            until they finally drew swords. The Pompeians had the advantage, because it was in their town that the show was being put
            on. So many Nucerians were taken off to Rome, with their terrible injuries and mutilations, and there were also many who lamented
            the deaths of their children or parents in the affray. The emperor instructed the senate to clear the matter up; the senate
            referred it to the consuls. When it came back to the senate again, the Pompeians were forbidden from holding any public gathering
            of that kind for ten years, and their illegal clubs were disbanded. Livineius and the others who had stirred up the trouble
            were punished with exile.
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         16. This painting shows the riot in the Amphitheatre in 59 CE in full swing. The Amphitheatre itself on the left is carefully
            depicted, with its steep external staircase, the awning over the arena and a variety of stalls set up outside. On the right
            the fighting is spreading to the next door exercise ground or palaestra.
         

         
         
         
         
         Amongst those exiled with Livineius, were the serving duoviri of Pompeii; or that at least is a reasonable inference from the fact that the names of two pairs of these officials are known for this year.
         

         
         
         
         
         This story is made even more memorable because a painting survives from the town, in which for some reason – jingoistic lack
            of repentance, perhaps? – the artist has chosen (or been instructed) to illustrate the notorious event (Ill. 16). What might
            at first sight appear to be gladiators fighting inside the arena are presumably the rioting Pompeians and Nucerians, who are
            also doing battle around the outside of the building.
         

         
         
         
         
         Modern, as much as Roman, obsession with gladiatorial culture has put this incident centre-stage. But there is more to Tacitus’
            account than a vivid glimpse of a gladiatorial display gone wrong. He notes, for example, that the Pompeian show in question
            was given by a disgraced Roman senator, who had been expelled from the senate some years earlier (frustratingly, the portion
            of the narrative where Tacitus discusses this ‘above’ no longer survives). It is hard, however, to resist the conclusion
            that a rich man, out of favour in Rome itself, was looking to Pompeii as a place where he could play the part of benefactor
            and grandee. More than that, it is hard not to wonder whether there was some connection between the shady, and perhaps controversial,
            sponsor of the show and the violence that it sparked. Tacitus also hints here at the ways in which the local communities might
            be able to foster interest in their own problems at Rome. For it is clear that the Nucerians (though in other circumstances
            it might have been the Pompeians) could go off to the capital and get the emperor himself to take notice and initiate a practical
            response. How they met him (if they did) is not stated. But this is where a Roman ‘patron’ of a town (like Marcellus at Pompeii)
            would come in, either arranging for his ‘clients’ an audience with the emperor or with one of his officials, or perhaps more
            likely taking up the case on their behalf. The rule was that local Italian issues did matter at Rome; the imperial palace
            was, in principle at least, open to their delegations.
         

         
         
         
         
         This kind of delegation to Rome may lie behind a later intervention by an emperor into the affairs of Pompeii. A series of
            inscriptions have been found outside the gates of the city, recording the work of an agent of Vespasian, an army officer by
            the name of Titus Suedius Clemens, who ‘made an inquiry into the public land appropriated by private individuals, carried
            out a survey and restored them to the town of Pompeii’. What lies behind this is a common cause of dispute in the Roman world:
            state-owned land illegally occupied by private owners, followed by the efforts of the state (whether Rome or a local community)
            to recover it. In this case, some historians have suspected a spontaneous intervention by the new emperor Vespasian, who seems
            to have played the part of a new broom in the matter of imperial finances. More likely the local council of Pompeii had approached
            the emperor, as the Nucerians had earlier, asking for his help in recovering their state property and this Clemens had been
            dispatched. A long-serving army professional, he had played an inglorious part in the civil wars that ushered in Vespasian’s
            rule, written up by Tacitus as a trigger-happy NCO, ready to trade in proper standards of military discipline in return for
            popularity with his men. Whether he was a reformed character by the time he arrived to sort out Pompeii’s land disputes, we
            can only hope. But he certainly interfered (by request or not) rather more extensively in the town’s affairs. A number of
            notices survive in which his public support is paraded for one of the candidates in the forthcoming elections: ‘Please elect
            Marcus Epidius Sabinus as duumvir with judicial power, backed by Suedius Clemens.’ How long he was active in the city, again we do not know, but he seems to
            have escaped the eruption. In November of 79 CE we find him carving his name on the so-called ‘singing statue of Memnon’ (in
            fact a colossal statue of a pharaoh, which produced a strange sound at daybreak), a Roman tourist hot-spot deep in Egypt.
         

         
         
         
         
         The fact is that Pompeii existed very much in the penumbra of the city of Rome, and the history, literature, culture and people
            of the capital were embedded in the life and fabric of the small town, in sometimes surprising ways. If part of Mummius’ booty
            from the sack of Corinth ended up in the town, so too did at least one part of the property of one of the assassins of Julius
            Caesar. Discovered in the garden of a small house is a magnificent marble table support, with sculpted lions’ heads, inscribed
            as being the property of Publius Casca Longus (Ill. 17). This is almost certainly the man who was the first to put his dagger
            into the dictator, and it may be that the house was owned by one of his descendants. But it is much more likely (particularly
            given the house’s small size) that this was not an heirloom, but part of the property of Longus and the other guilty parties,
            auctioned off by the future emperor Augustus, who was Caesar’s great-nephew, adopted son and heir, after the assassination.
            However it found its way to Pompeii, it was presumably – like the Etruscan column – a curious historical talking point for
            the house’s visitors.
         

         
         
         
         
         More generally, people from Rome came to Pompeii for business or pleasure. A group of four tombstones commemorating soldiers
            from the praetorian guard has recently been found in one of the Pompeian cemeteries, adding to half a dozen praetorians known
            from the ‘signatures’ they left in graffiti on the walls. Some were in relatively senior ranks; one of the dead was a young
            recruit, who at the age of twenty had served just two years. We can only guess at what they were doing in Pompeii – perhaps,
            like Clemens, on missions from the emperor, perhaps taking time off from guard duty on members of the imperial family staying
            in the area, perhaps even accompanying the emperor on a ‘royal visit’ to Pompeii itself.
         

         
         
         
         
         In fact much scholarly energy has recently gone into re-creating the details of a visit by Nero and Poppaea in 64 CE, soon
            after the major earthquake and when Nero is known to have performed on the stage at Naples. It is, of course, possible that
            the imperial couple did make a visit, but the evidence for it is predictably much less firm than is usually admitted. The
            strongest indication is a couple of scrawled pieces of graffiti from inside one of the large houses in the town. Not easy
            to decipher or interpret, they may refer to gifts of jewels and gold to Venus by the imperial couple, and possibly a visit to Venus’ temple by ‘Caesar’ (that
            is, Nero) – even though, inconveniently for this interpretation, the temple of Venus, if we have identified it correctly,
            was in ruins at this point. All the same, this is much better evidence for Nero’s links with Pompeii than the paintings discovered
            in a building with an elaborate series of dining rooms, recently discovered at Moregine just outside Pompeii. Starting from
            the observation that a painting of Apollo on its walls looks distinctly like the emperor himself (Plate 3), archaeologists
            have claimed that this was the staging post, or temporary imperial residence, where Nero stayed on his visit to the town.
            This is a fantasy worthy of the most inventive eighteenth-century antiquarian.
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         17. What is the connection between Pompeii and the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BCE? The name of one of Caesar’s killers
            is inscribed on this table support, found in a small house in the town. The most likely explanation is that it ended up in
            Pompeii when the possessions of the guilty parties were auctioned off in Rome.
         

         
         
         
         
         Just how canny we have to be in interpreting this kind of evidence is illustrated by another graffito. It reads, in Latin:
            Cucuta a rationibus Neronis. The position of a rationibus is roughly the equivalent of the English ‘accountant’ or ‘bookkeeper’. So this has been seen as a simple signature of ‘Cucuta
            Nero’s accountant’, writing his name on a wall, perhaps while accompanying his master on the visit to Pompeii. But this might
            be to miss the joke. For cucuta (or more regularly cicuta) is the Latin word for ‘poison’. This is much more plausibly a satirical squib at Nero’s expense than the autograph of a
            man with a slightly odd name. ‘Poison is Nero’s accountant’ looks like a joking allusion to those accusations which claimed
            that, in his financial difficulties, Nero put people to death to get his hands on their money. Someone in Pompeii was up with
            this kind of imperial gossip.
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         18. On the outside wall of a Pompeian fullery were paintings of two of the founders of Rome. Here Romulus, carrying his defeated
            enemy’s suit of armour, matched another which depicted Aeneas carrying his father out of Troy. Both were based on sculptures
            which stood in the Pompeian Forum – which were in turn based on sculptures in Rome itself.
         

         
         
         
         
         But for a visitor in 79 CE, the most striking aspect of the connections between Rome and Pompeii would have been the various
            ways in which the fabric of the town, its buildings and art, replicated or reflected the concerns or even the very architecture
            of the capital. These ranged from the layout of the Forum, with its temple of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva standing at one end
            as a symbol of ‘Romanness’, through a couple of sacred buildings dedicated to the religious cult of the emperors, to self-conscious
            copying of celebrated Roman monuments. Outside one of the largest buildings in the Forum, the Building of Eumachia (so-called
            after the woman who sponsored it in the first years of the first century CE), are two particularly striking ‘quotations’ from
            the capital. The function of this vast structure remains disputed (suggestions have included a guildhall for cloth workers
            and, recently, a slave market), but in its façade, under the portico which lined the Forum, two large inscriptions were set
            into the wall, beneath niches which must once have displayed statues. One inscription gave a detailed, if mythical, account
            of the achievements of Aeneas (the hero of Virgil’s epic poem, who escaped from the fall of Troy to found the city of Rome
            as a new Troy). The other expounded the deeds of Romulus, another of Rome’s mythical founders. Both of these texts were derived
            from similar inscriptions, lauding the achievements of hundreds of Rome’s heroes, Aeneas and Romulus included, that once stood
            in the Forum of Augustus in Rome, the showpiece monument of the first emperor. A visitor from the capital would have felt
            at home.
         

         
         
         
         
         Such a visitor to Pompeii would have spotted less-formal resonances to this famous monument too. Decorating the façade of
            a fullery (a cloth-working shop, plus laundry) along the main street, which we now call Via dell’Abbondanza, were two striking
            paintings. One showed Romulus, carrying a trophy of victory (Ill. 18), the other Aeneas, carrying his elderly father away
            from the burning city of Troy. Some wit in Pompeii not only recognised that this second image was a scene described by Virgil
            but also scrawled underneath a parody of the first line of the Aeneid (‘Arms and the man, I sing ...’): ‘I don’t sing of arms and the man, but of the fullers ...’. But these paintings must have
            been recognisable in a more specific sense too. For, to judge from the surviving descriptions of the decoration of the Forum
            of Augustus in Rome, the images on the fuller’s shop front were based on two famous statuary groups – one of Aeneas and one
            of Romulus – which took pride of place there. There is no reason to suppose that the painter had copied them directly from
            the Forum in Rome itself. The best guess is that he had based them on the statues that once stood above the inscriptions outside
            the Building of Eumachia – presumably Aeneas and Romulus, which in all likelihood (just as the inscriptions) were themselves
            copies of the famous Roman models.
         

         
         
         
         
         Here the little town of Pompeii has the last laugh. For the original statues from the Forum of Augustus are lost too. These
            paintings, copies of copies, decorating a shop wall in a small town, are now the best evidence we have for a major imperial
            commission and decorative scheme in Rome itself. It is a good illustration of the complex and inextricable links there are,
            even now, between Rome and Pompeii.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWO

		 STREET LIFE

         
         
         
         
         Beneath your feet

         
         
         
         
         Every modern visitor to Pompeii remembers the streets: their shiny surfaces pieced together out of large blocks of black volcanic
            rock; the deep ruts formed by years of cart traffic (and perilous to twenty-first-century ankles, as they must surely have
            been to first-century ones); the high pavements, occasionally as much as a metre above street-level; and the stepping stones
            carefully placed to allow pedestrians to cross the road without an inconvenient jump down, while being just far enough apart
            to let ancient wheeled transport through the gaps.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is the sense of immediacy that makes the Pompeian street scene so memorable. The ruts are almost the equivalent of an ancient
            footprint, the indelible mark of human movement and of the passage of carts that once went about their daily business down
            these very streets. And when we hop across the stones, from pavement to pavement, part of the fun is knowing that we are treading
            in the very same path as thousands of Roman pedestrians before us. Or at least, it is part of the fun for most of us ordinary
            visitors. When Pope Pius IX made a celebrity visit to the site in 1849, it was thought best ‘to save His Holiness from a long
            walk in the ruins’, so a number of the stepping stones were removed to allow his cart – which obviously had a different wheel
            span from its Roman ancestors – to pass through. Some were never put back.
         

         
         
         
         
         This chapter will take a close look at the streets and pavements of the ancient city. As so often in Pompeii, the tiniest
            traces preserved beneath our feet, often unnoticed by most of those who now wander through the town, can be pressed into service
            to reveal all kinds of intriguing and unexpected aspects of Roman life: a picture that is simultaneously familiar and deeply
            alien. We shall find pedestrianised areas, one-way streets, traffic-calming, roadworks, loiterers and litter; and some sharp
            detective work will give us a glimpse of the private enterprise involved in the upkeep of the city and its highways. Yet we
            shall also find all kinds of surprising things going on in Pompeii’s streets and squares (including a very nasty bit of corporal
            punishment meted out to an unfortunate schoolboy), not to mention the disconcerting presence of water wherever we go. In fact,
            Pompeii was rather more like Venice than most of us realise.
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         19. A characteristic Pompeian scene. This street leads to the Vesuvius Gate and the castellum aquae (‘water castle’), just visible at the end. Regular series of stepping stones cross the street between the high pavements.
         

         
         
         
         
         Much of the evidence for this comes from the very building blocks of the city’s fabric, the ancient traffic bollards, the
            marks made by generations of carts hitting the kerb, or by generations of hands pressing on the street fountains. But we can
            also draw on an extraordinary series of paintings which offer an image of street life under the colonnades of the Pompeian
            Forum.
         

         
         
         
         
         What were streets for?

         
         
         
         
         The first question is one that we often forget to ask, as we jump across the stepping stones from pavement to pavement. Why
            were the sidewalks in the town so high? There are two answers to that question. Both open up a vision of the Pompeian streets
            strikingly at odds with their condition today, regularly cleaned, neat and tidy – sullied only by the occasional discarded
            water bottle or lost site plan.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first is filth. Historians are divided about quite how dirty we should imagine the average Roman city to have been, largely because – as
            usual – the evidence we find in ancient writers cuts two ways. On the one hand, we have the complaints of the poet Juvenal,
            a Roman satirist who made a profession out of indignation and directed his bile towards, among other things, the condition
            of the streets of the capital itself. He offers a vivid rant on the dangers of a nighttime walk, between the high-rise apartments
            on either side:
         



         
         
         
         
         
            
            There are various other nocturnal perils to be considered:

            
            
            it’s a long way up to the rooftops, and a falling tile

            
            
            can brain you. Think of all those cracked or leaky vessels

            
            
            tossed out of windows – the way they smash, their weight,

            
            
            the damage they do to the side-walk! You’ll be thought most improvident,

            
            
            a catastrophe-happy fool, if you don’t make your will before

            
            
            venturing out to dinner. Each upper casement

            
            
            along your route at night may prove a death-trap:

            
            
            so pray and hope (poor you!) that the local housewives

            
            
            drop nothing worse on your head than a pailful of slops.



            
            
         

         
         
         Even less savoury is the story told by the biographer Suetonius about an incident early in the career of the emperor Vespasian,
            who died just a few months before the eruption of Vesuvius. Vespasian, it was said, was sitting one day having his breakfast,
            when a stray dog ran into the house and dropped under the breakfast table a human hand which it had picked up from the nearby
            crossroads. This was not, for Suetonius, an indictment of the state of the neighbourhood, but an omen of Vespasian’s future
            rise to greatness (for the Latin for ‘hand’, manus, also meant ‘power’).
         

         
         
         
         
         But for those who would resist the lurid picture of Roman streets as filled with stray dogs, excrement dumped out of flying
            chamber pots, and human body parts mixed into the detritus, there is other, conflicting, evidence that can be pressed into
            service. Just a few lines after his tale of the human hand, Suetonius tells of another incident in Vespasian’s early life.
            He was just thirty and had been elected to the office of aedile (aedilis), which had responsibility for the upkeep of the city of Rome, from public buildings and temples to brothels and streets.
            The story goes that Vespasian had sorely neglected the cleaning of the streets, and as punishment the emperor Caligula exacted
            appropriate punishment: he had him covered in mud, dressed in his official toga. Suetonius, unconvincingly, sees another omen
            here. But presage of power or not, it assumes some considerable interest on the part of the highest authorities in the cleanliness
            of the city.
         

         
         
         
         
         We can also point to occasional hints from local communities in the Roman empire of ingenious improvisation in the daunting
            task of rubbish disposal. Some three centuries after the destruction of Pompeii, in Antioch (in Syria), we hear of a clever
            scheme by which the country people who had brought their produce into the city to sell at market were forced, on their return
            journey, to use their animals to carry building rubble out of the city. It didn’t work. The farmers objected to this imposition
            and their complaints reached the emperor.
         

         
         
         
         
         Where the streets of Pompeii stood on this spectrum between dirt and cleanliness, we do not know. No archaeologist has ever
            systematically examined the material that was lying on the surface of the street when the pumice fell. And, although we assume
            that the aediles at Pompeii had some of the same functions as those officials at Rome, we have no idea whether street hygiene
            was top of their agenda, nor whether they would have had the will, let alone the necessary resources, to keep the town clean.
            There are reasons, as we shall see, for imagining that householders took some responsibility for the pavements bordering on
            their property. But my guess is that the roadways themselves were much messier than most wholesome modern reconstructions
            of Pompeii tend to suggest.
         

         
         
         
         
         For this was not a community with regular municipal rubbish collections. Even if huge quantities of commercial or domestic
            waste were not dumped in the street (though, presumably, some of it was), the horses, asses and mules that were the main means
            of transport would have dropped plenty of their own refuse. And it is hard to believe that all those Pompeians who lived in
            a single room above their shop, with not always adequate lavatory facilities, never found it convenient simply to piss into
            the streets. Some proportion of the human faeces and urine produced in the city (6,500,000 kilos of it a year on a very crude
            estimate) presumably ended up in the public highway. It was certainly enough of a problem for the occasional warning notice
            to be posted up: ‘Shitter – make sure you keep it in till you’ve passed this spot’. Stepping down onto the road surface risked
            more than a twisted ankle; it most likely involved treading into a smelly mixture of animal dung (each horse producing up
            to 10 kilos a day), rotting vegetables and human excrement – which was, just to complete the picture, no doubt covered in
            flies.
         

         
         
         
         
         Filth, however, cannot be the only answer to the question of those high walkways. If it were, we would be faced with the unlikely
            conclusion that the burghers of nearby Herculaneum (where we do not find stepping stones or particularly high pavements) were
            a cleaner and neater lot than their neighbours at Pompeii. In fact, anyone who has visited the city during a rainstorm will
            have seen an overriding reason for the Pompeian arrangement: that is water. When it pours with rain, the streets turn into torrents. For the city is built on land which slopes, in places quite steeply,
            from north-west to south-east (the Stabian Gate is 35 metres lower than the Vesuvius Gate); and unlike Herculaneum, it has
            few underground drains. It was the function of the streets to collect the rainwater and channel it out of the city through
            the walls, or towards such internal drains as there were, mostly around the Forum. Even when it was not raining, water – supplied,
            for the last hundred years or so of the city’s existence, by aqueduct – spewed into the roadways from the incessant street
            fountains, and as the overspill from houses and baths.
         

         
         
         
         
         The streets, in other words, doubled as water channels, as well as refuse dumps. One thing that can be said in favour of this
            arrangement is that the occasional downpour, and the rush of water that it caused, must have helped flush away all that decaying
            rubbish.
         

         
         
         
         
         Boulevards and back alleys

         
         
         
         
         Most ancient Pompeians, like most modern visitors, would have spent a lot of time on their city’s streets. This was not simply
            a consequence of the warm weather or some laid-back ‘Mediterranean lifestyle’. Many of the inhabitants of ancient Pompeii
            had little choice but to live outdoors. They had nowhere else to go. True, the super-rich families had plenty of space in
            their large houses and palaces: quiet retiring rooms, shady gardens, showy dining rooms, even private bath suites. Others
            who were not in that league lived comfortably enough in houses of half a dozen rooms. Further down the scale of wealth, many
            of the town’s inhabitants lived in a single small room above their shop, bar or workshop, with no ‘mains’ water supply, and
            often no means of heating or cooking – except perhaps for a small brazier (which must have doubled as a serious fire hazard).
            Compact quarters for a single occupant, this kind of apartment would have been little more than a cramped dormitory for a
            family of three or four. For almost all their basic needs they would have gone outside: for water to the street fountains,
            for a meal – beyond bread, fruit and cheese, and whatever simple concoction could be brewed up on the brazier – to one of
            the many bars and cafés which opened directly onto the pavements (Plate 4). Pompeii offers a striking reversal of our own
            social norms. For us, it is the rich who visit restaurants, the poor who cook economically at home. At Pompeii, it was the
            poor who ate out.
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         20. The ubiquity of the phallus. Here a phallus is carved into the paving stones of the street. But does it really point,
            as some claim, to the nearest brothel?
         

         
         
         
         
         The streets of Pompeii came, as you would expect, in many shapes and sizes. Some of the back lanes were not even paved at
            all, but remained dirt trails or unprepossessing alleyways between blocks of housing; and earlier in the town’s history many
            more would have been muddy or dusty tracks, rather than solid, carefully engineered highways. Some of them, particularly the
            main routes across the town, were comparatively wide, others could not take a single cart. That said, all the streets were
            narrow in our terms, most less than three metres across. To judge from the size of the cart found in the House of the Menander
            – or, more strictly, the iron wheel trims and fittings found, combined with impressions of the wood in the volcanic debris
            – only a few roads would have been wide enough to let two vehicles pass each other. And, when the buildings were standing
            to their full height, often with upper storeys, even the wider streets would have felt much more cramped and confined than
            they do now.
         

         
         
         
         
         They were also much brighter, gaudier and more ‘in your face’. Crude paintings marked out local religious shrines, often
            where streets intersected. Phalluses decorated the walls, moulded on terracotta plaques or, in one case, carved into the street
            surface itself. (Modern explanations for this range feebly from ‘an expression of good luck’ to ‘protection against the evil
            eye’; the line spun by the tourist guides that the phallus on the street is a directional sign to the local brothel is certainly
            wrong.) Many of the houses were originally richly coloured – in reds, yellows and blues – and provided a convenient surface
            for electoral slogans (often one on top of another), ‘For Rent’ notices, advertisements for gladiatorial games, or just the
            scribbles of Pompeii’s graffiti artists. ‘I am amazed that you haven’t fallen down, O wall / Loaded as you are with all this
            scrawl’, as one popular piece of Pompeian doggerel ran – scratched up in at least three places in the town, and so adding
            to the phenomenon it deplored.
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         21. The woolworkers’ trade. On the left a man is busy combing the wool at a low table. In the centre, four men are engaged
            in the messy business of making felt from a mixture of wool and animal hair, held together with a sticky binder. (This gave
            the Romans their equivalent of a ‘water-proof’.) On the far right, past another comber, the finished product is displayed
            by a man named in small letters underneath Verecundus. The large letters above are part of an electoral poster.
         

         
         
         
         
         Shops and bars often used their street façades for painted signs, advertising their business, blazoning their name (rather
            like an English pub sign) and normally parading some usefully protective deities. The pictures of Romulus and Aeneas that
            we saw in the last chapter enlivened the outside of a fullery. Just a couple of blocks away, what we assume to have been an
            establishment of cloth-makers and cloth-sellers made an even bigger splash (assume, because the building has not been excavated further back than the frontage, so we cannot be certain what went on inside).
            On one side of the doorway Venus, the city’s patron goddess, rode in a chariot pulled by elephants; on the other Mercury,
            the divine protector of commerce, stood in his temple grasping a fat bag of coins. Under Venus was a scene of workers busy
            combing the wool and making felt (with the boss himself, presumably, showing off a finished product on the right); under Mercury,
            the lady of the house, or perhaps an employee, is busy selling her wares (which appear now to be largely shoes).
         

         
         
         
         
         Sadly, one of the most striking examples of this type of painting – and one which captured the imagination of nineteenth-century
            visitors – has now disappeared completely, a victim of the elements. Decorating the front wall of a bar, near the town gate
            leading to the sea, was a large picture of an elephant with a pygmy or two – and a painted sign saying ‘Sittius restored the
            Elephant’. Sittius was probably the last landlord, and he had restored either the painting or maybe the whole place (‘The
            Elephant Bar’). If so, he had a good name for a barman, so good one suspects that it may have been a ‘trade-name’. For the
            best English translation of ‘Sittius’ would be ‘Mr Thirsty’.
         

         
         
         
         
         Different streets – and different stretches of the same streets – had noticeably different characters. Part of this is a difference
            between the main roads on the one hand, lined with shops, bars and the front doors of private houses great and small, and
            on the other the back streets, narrow, little-trod and interrupted only by the occasional service entrance. One of these,
            running between two city blocks that face onto the Via dell’Abbondanza, carried so little traffic that it could be partially
            blocked with a water tower and then effectively ‘privatised’ by the owner of the large adjacent house – and the only one with
            a door opening directly into it. Whether with permission from the town council, or simply with the self-confidence that went
            with wealth then as now, he walled off each end of the street, so creating a private annexe (storage area, animal pen or cart
            park) accessed from his service basement.
         

         
         
         
         
         But there are also noticeable clusters of activity that characterise particular areas. Entering the city from the north, for
            example, just inside the Herculaneum Gate, you would have found a street dominated by the hospitality business – an array
            of roadside bars and inns, all trying to persuade the passing travellers to part with their cash in return for a drink and
            a bite to eat. And there is a similar pattern at the other northern entrance, the Vesuvius Gate, and at the Stabian Gate to
            the south. Not so at the other city gates, which suggests that the routes from north and south carried the majority of traffic
            in and out of the city: for bars tend to follow the crowds rather than vice versa. Or, to put in another way, only a Pompeian
            fool would have set up a retail outlet where there was little passing trade.
         

         
         
         
         
         Enterprising archaeologists have even tried to work out what direction the bar owners expected their customers to be coming
            from – on the basis of the exact position of the counter, and from where the potential client would get the best view of the
            food and drink on offer. Whether this is one step too far in trying to second-guess the behaviour of the Romans, I am not
            sure. But the conclusion was that the establishments around these two gates aimed primarily at those coming into the city, catering to hungry travellers who had just arrived. The couple of bars, however, on the road leading from the Forum
            to the Marine Gate to the west had their eye (according to this logic) on people leaving the city, or at least coming away
            from the Forum.
         

         
         
         
         
         There are also notable absences from the street scene which signal the different character of different areas. To continue
            the theme of bars, there are relatively few in the area of the Forum itself (though not quite as few as it now appears: ironically
            three once stood a few metres from the Forum on the site of the modern tourist refreshment centre). Walking away from there
            along the Via dell’Abbondanza to the east, there are perhaps two at the most until you reach the intersection with the Via
            Stabiana. At that point, they start to appear again in significant numbers (in fact more than twenty food and drink outlets
            in 600 metres have been identified), giving that eastern stretch of the Via dell’Abbondanza a very different ‘feel’. This
            has led to all kinds of speculation, including the idea that the Pompeian authorities actively prevented the opening of such
            establishments with their discreditable associations in the main formal and ceremonial areas of the city.
         

         
         
         
         
         Maybe. But what is certain is that the Forum of Pompeii, with its public buildings – temples, shrines, markets and so on – was not like the
            central square of modern Italian towns, with a café at each corner, designed for pleasure and relaxation as much as for business.
            It was, no doubt, this image of modern Italy that persuaded Sir William Gell, bon viveur and one of the leading authorities on Pompeii in the early nineteenth century, that the building in the Forum that we know
            as the market or macellum functioned partly as a restaurant – the booths down one side being intended for semi-private dining. After all, how could
            you have a central piazza without a place to get a meal?
         

         
         
         
         
         More significant, though, than the differences between the various areas of Pompeii are the overall similarities of the urban
            landscape across the town. In this respect Pompeii is quite unlike many modern Western cities, where what social geographers
            call ‘zoning’ tends to be the rule. That is to say, particular activities (whether commercial, industrial or residential)
            tend now to be concentrated in different parts of the urban area, and the character of the streets changes accordingly: the
            roads of a suburban residential area are recognisably different, not just in their size, but in their planning and their relationship
            to the adjacent buildings, from those in the commercial centre. There also tend to be definite divisions within this arrangement
            between the rich and the poor, and sometimes between different races. By and large, even in relatively small conurbations
            (country villages are another matter) those with money live separately from those without. High-rise tenement blocks do not
            rub shoulders with the detached mansions of the wealthy; they are in a different part of town.
         

         
         
         
         
         Valiant attempts have been made to detect some kind of ‘zoning’ in Pompeii. Archaeologists have pointed to the ‘entertainment
            areas’ for example (though that hardly means much more than Amphitheatre and the theatres, nothing remotely like a ‘Broadway’
            or ‘West End’). They have argued, not implausibly but not conclusively, that the north-western sector of the city contains
            more than its fair share of large, rich houses, as does also the far western strip with its marvellous sea views. And they
            have attempted to pinpoint, if not a red-light district in the modern sense, then at least areas associated with various forms
            of ‘deviant behaviour’, from commercial sex to dice games (a project complicated by long-running modern controversies on how
            many brothels there were in the city, and how we can now identify them; (below, pp. 232–3; 236–8).

         
         
         
         
         But the simple truth is that Pompeii was a city without the zoning we have come to expect, and without significant distinction
            between elite and non-elite residential areas. In fact, it is not just that the richest domestic properties existed side by
            side with much more humble establishments. The elegant House of the Vestals, for example, had its main entrance in the midst
            of all the bars near the Herculaneum Gate and was, in fact, almost next door to a couple of noisy blacksmiths’ workshops.
            More than that, it was the standard pattern in the city for even the grandest residences to have small commercial units built
            into their street façade – an integral part of the main property, although usually no doubt managed not by the proprietor
            but by his dependants or tenants. So visitors to the palatial House of the Faun would have found its two main entranceways
            leading back from the street, between a row of four shops. This is not unlike the pattern in early modern cities. In eighteenth-century
            London the mansions of the rich in Piccadilly rubbed shoulders with chemists, shoemakers, hair-dressers and upholsterers.
            And, despite our general assumptions about zoning, it is what you find even today in Naples. The Neapolitan workshops and
            stores occupying small units on the ground floor of grand mansions are the closest we can get to an impression of ancient
            Pompeii.
         

         
         
         
         
         How such striking juxtapositions of function and wealth were experienced by the town’s inhabitants, we can only guess. But
            my suspicion is that the rich occupants of the House of the Vestals would have found it easier to ignore the constant hammering
            of the blacksmiths and the noise of the late-night clientèle at the bars, than the poor shopkeepers would have found it to
            ignore the vast wealth and opulence of those living on the other side of their shop walls. Divisive as it may seem, zoning
            has its advantages: at least the poor do not always have their noses rubbed in the privileges of their rich neighbours.
         

         
         
         
         
         [image: -1743750074]

         
         
         22. At this crossroads we find both a street fountain and one of the dozen or so water towers in the town. The water from
            the ‘water castle’ was fed into a tank at the top of each tower, and then distributed to nearby properties. The point of
            this was to reduce the pressure of the water, which otherwise came down from the castellum with much too great force.
         

         
         
         
         
         Water features

         
         
         
         
         The stories of the Pompeian streets – glimpses of how they were used and by whom – can still be recovered from the traces
            that remain on the ground. Sometimes these are clear for all to see. We have already noted the stepping stones across the
            water and mire; these were strategically placed at junctions, other popular crossing points, and occasionally leading directly
            to the portals of the largest houses, for the convenience of the rich owners and their guests. Almost as memorable features
            of the street scene for most modern visitors are the water towers and, especially, the street fountains – more than forty
            of them surviving – that were spread all over the city, to be within easy reach of everyone; it has been calculated that very
            few Pompeians lived more than 80 metres from a fountain.
         

         
         
         
         
         Both towers and fountains were elements in a complex system, supplying piped water through the town, from a ‘water castle
           ’ or castellum aquae (itself fed by an aqueduct from the nearby mountains) just inside the city walls, next to the Vesuvius Gate – an innovation
            replacing an earlier system of supply which relied on deep wells and rainwater. This new service (immortalised more or less
            accurately in Robert Harris’s best-seller Pompeii) has usually been dated to the 20s BCE, and the reign of the first emperor Augustus. But recent work has suggested that the
            first Pompeians to benefit from a piped public water supply of some sort, even if it was improved under Augustus, were the
            Sullan colonists some sixty years earlier.
         

         
         
         
         
         The water towers, a dozen or so built of concrete faced with local stone or brick, up to six metres tall, and holding a lead
            tank at the top, were sub-stations in the system, distributing water by lead pipes which ran under the pavements to the public
            fountains and to nearby private residences, whose owners must have paid a fee for the privilege. Something must have gone
            wrong with this system of supply on the eve of the eruption. For it is clear from the empty trenches filled with volcanic
            debris that, at the time of its destruction, the pavements in various places in the city had been dug up and the water pipes
            removed. Most likely this was an instant attempt to investigate and repair the damage done to the water system by earthquakes
            that occurred in the run-up to the final eruption.
         

         
         
         
         
         Archaeologists have speculated that similar problems might explain why, down one back alley (running beside the House of the
            Chaste Lovers and the House of the Painters at Work), the cess pits filled by the domestic latrines had been dug up and their
            contents left piled up unsalubriously in the pathway when the disaster struck. Though why seismic movements should affect
            the operation of cesspits is less clear. Perhaps this is more of an indication of the regular state of a Pompeian backstreet.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beyond simple distribution points, the water towers fulfilled a more technical hydraulic function too, offering a nice example
            of Roman engineering expertise. The steep gradient down from the water castle, which was built at the highest point in the
            town, meant that the water pressure was, if anything, too strong, especially in the low-lying areas to the south. The towers, by collecting the water in the tank at the top, and letting
            it down again, acted to reduce the pressure. They also added to the water in the streets: the deposits of lime still visible
            on the outside of some of the towers suggest that they not infrequently overflowed.
         

         
         
         
         
         Fountains are an even commoner feature than towers. Most of them followed the same general plan: a large spout, with constantly
            running water; a tank beneath, to catch some of the flow, made out of four large blocks of volcanic rock. Usually placed at
            junctions and crossroads, some jutted out from the kerbside into the line of traffic; so, to protect them from damage by passing
            carts and trucks, sturdy upright stones were set in the ground next to them, the ancient equivalent of traffic bollards. No
            one with a private supply of water at home would rely on this public service, but the less wealthy did – in large numbers,
            to judge from the heavily worn surfaces of the stone, on either side of the spout. One of the tricks of the local guides in
            Pompeii today is to demonstrate just how that distinctive pattern of wear must have been formed, as Pompeian after Pompeian
            over a century or more came up behind the spout, rested one hand on one side of it and held the bucket under the stream of
            water with the other.
         

         
         
         
         
         Whether or not they became the centre of organised neighbourhood associations, as some modern scholars have suspected, these
            fountains were certainly informal meeting places for the more humble local residents. In fact, on one occasion, we get a glimpse
            of a nearby house owner taking advantage of the throngs that such a facility was expected to attract. When a new fountain
            was erected so close to his little house that part had to be demolished to accommodate it, the owner responded by turning
            his front room into a shop.
         

         
         
         
         
         One-way streets

         
         
         
         
         Scratch the surface of the streets below the stepping stones and the fountains, look more carefully at the layout of the city’s
            network of routes and thoroughfares, and there are other, even more intriguing stories to be reconstructed of street life
            in a Roman town. The tiniest hints on the surface of pavement or road open up some of the most fascinating pieces of history.
         

         
         
         
         
         In many ways the schematic plan of the Pompeian street system, so often reproduced, is misleading. For, just as today many
            motorists find that a simple map of an unfamiliar town may fail to warn them of the pedestrianised precincts or the one-way
            streets, so this plan tends to conceal the actual pattern of movement around ancient Pompeii. The picture of free circulation
            implied by the diagram is contradicted by the evidence on the ground. Here too we find traffic-free zones and, it seems, some
            control of the direction of traffic flow. Recent work – looking very carefully again at the ruts and stepping stones – has
            even suggested that we can begin to reconstruct the Pompeian one-way street system.
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         23. Traffic barriers old and new. These three stone blocks emphasize the ban on traffic travelling between the Forum, which
            lies behind us, and the Via dell’Abbondanza, which stretches into the distance. On the left, the modern site authorities use
            plastic fencing to keep visitors from buildings under restoration.
         

         
         
         
         
         The streets of Pompeii could be closed to wheeled transport by simple devices: by large stone bollards fixed in the roadway,
            by the placing of fountains or other obstructions across the traffic path, or by steps or other changes of level that were
            impassable to carts. Every one of these was used to ensure that, at least in its final phases, the Pompeian Forum was a pedestrian
            area. We should put out of our minds any fanciful reconstruction of the central piazza criss-crossed by chariots and carts.
            Each entry point to the Forum was blocked to wheeled traffic: at the Via dell’Abbondanza by three bollards and a high kerb,
            at the south-east entrance by a strategically positioned water fountain, and so on. Interestingly, it was not only wheeled
            transport whose access to the Forum could be controlled. At every entrance point, fittings for some form of barrier or gate
            can still be made out, closing the area off even to those on foot. The precise purpose of these gates is unknown. Perhaps
            they were to close the area at night (though they would have to have been formidable barriers to put off a determined vandal).
            Perhaps, as one recent suggestion has it, they were used when elections were taking place in the Forum, as a means of controlling
            entrance to the elections and of excluding those without the right to vote.
         

         
         
         
         
         A pedestrianised central square is one thing. But the Pompeian traffic schemes went beyond that. For the Via dell’Abbondanza
            is also blocked to wheeled transport almost 300 metres further along, at its junction with the Via Stabiana, where an abrupt
            drop of more than 30 centimetres makes it impassable to even the most sturdy cart. This stretch of the street between the
            Forum and Via Stabiana was not completely traffic-free, as it could be accessed from some of the intersections to north and
            south. But it obviously did not provide the easy through-route across the town that the map at first sight suggests. Its comparatively
            shallow cart ruts also indicate that it did not carry a large volume of traffic (although one sceptic has argued that the
            relative absence of ruts is equally well explained by the road having been repaved not long before 79). There are other signs
            too that this piece of road was in some way special. Part of it, the section in front of the Stabian Baths, is unusually wide:
            in effect it forms a small triangular piazza at the entrance to the Baths. And it was, of course, this stretch of road where,
            unlike the section to the east, we noted the almost complete absence of bars and taverns.
         

         
         
         
         
         Exactly what was ‘special’ about it is harder to say. But one good guess is that it has something to do with the position
            of this stretch of the Via dell’Abbondanza between the theatres and ancient Temple of Minerva and Hercules to the south and
            the main Forum, with its temples and other public buildings. Little-used for day-to-day traffic, and not the main transport
            artery that most people now imagine, perhaps it formed part of a processional route from one civic centre to the other, from
            Forum to Theatre, or from Theatre to Temple of Jupiter? Processions were a staple of public and religious life in the Roman
            world: a means of celebrating the gods, parading divine images and sacred symbols before the people, honouring the city and
            its leaders. The details and calendar of these ceremonies at Pompeii are lost to us, but we maybe have the traces of one favoured
            route.
         

         
         
         
         
         There are, however, still more road blockings along the Via dell’Abbondanza. Moving from the Via Stabiana towards the eastern
            gate (the Sarno Gate, so called after the river which flows on this side of the town), most of the road intersections to the
            south and some to the north are either completely impassable to carts or steeply ramped but still – as the ruts running over
            them make clear – accessible to wheeled transport. Part of the purpose of this must have been traffic control, but the other
            part was, once again, the control of water. The Via dell’Abbondanza runs across the town about two thirds of the way down
            the slope on which the city rests: the streets below it must have been particularly liable to nuisance and damage by the torrents
            flowing down from above. Hence these ramps and blockings, which would have prevented much of that water flowing into the lower
            region of the town, directing it instead into the Via dell’Abbondanza and channelling it out at the Sarno Gate. Part of this
            street may have been a ‘processional way’; another part was certainly a major drain.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pompeian traffic was then reduced or, in modern terms, ‘calmed’ by the creation of cul-de-sacs, and other kinds of road block.
            But there remains the more general problem of narrow streets and what would happen if two carts should meet in those many
            roads which were wide enough only for one. Needless to say, reversing a cart drawn by a pair of mules, down a road impeded
            by stepping stones, would have been an impossible feat. So how did the ancient Pompeians avoid repeated stand-offs, between
            carts meeting head-to-head? How did they prevent a narrow street being reduced to an impasse?
         

         
         
         
         
         One possible answer is a combination of loudly ringing bells, shouts and boys sent ahead to ensure the path was clear. The
            horse trappings found with the cart in the House of the Menander certainly included some harness bells which would have made
            a distinct jingle to warn of approaching traffic. But there are signs that a system of one-way streets was in operation in
            the town, to keep the carts moving freely. The evidence for this comes from some of the most painstaking efforts in Pompeian
            archaeology over the last decade or so, and from the clever idea that the precise pattern of the street ruts, and the exact
            position of the marks produced by carts colliding with the stepping stones, or grazing the kerb at corners, could tell you
            which way the ancient traffic was moving along a particular stretch of road.
         

         
         
         
         
         One of the most convincing examples of this occurs in the north-west part of the town, on the way from the Herculaneum Gate
            to the Forum, where the road we now know as the Via Consolare meets the narrow Vico di Mercurio (Fig. 5). Here the combination
            of the collision marks on the south-west side of the stepping stone in the middle of the Vico di Mercurio and the precise
            pattern of grinding on the kerbstone to the north indicates that traffic was coming along the Vico di Mercurio from the east
            and mostly turning north when it met the two-way Via Consolare at the junction. The Vico di Mercurio was, in other words,
            a one-way street, running east to west. Traffic coming down the Via Consolare, wanting to take a left turn towards the east,
            would have to wait until it reached the broad Via delle Terme – which was a two-way street. Similar evidence has been taken
            to suggest that there are clear distinctions on the north–south streets in the area too: the Vico di Modesto and Vico del
            Labirinto carrying northbound traffic, the Vico della Fullonica and Vico del Fauno southbound.
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         Figure 5. The road system in the north-west of Pompeii: the conjectural lay-out of one-way streets.

         
         
         
         
         Whether the degree of systematisation is quite so rigid as the most enthusiastic modern archaeologists would have us believe,
            I am rather doubtful. When they write, on the basis of apparently conflicting evidence in some places, that the Vico di Mercurio
            had originally carried traffic in the other direction and that it ‘underwent a reversal from an eastbound to a westbound route’,
            it is hard to imagine how such a reversal would have been brought about. Who decided? And how would they have enforced the
            decision? Ancient cities had no traffic police or transport department. Nor have we found any trace of traffic signs, in a
            town where there are plenty of other kinds of public notices. Nonetheless, there seems little doubt that there was a pattern
            of traffic direction generally observed, even if only enforced by common usage. By following the agreed routes, the cart drivers
            of Pompeii had a better chance of avoiding a complete jam than if they merely rang their bells loudly and hoped that nothing
            was coming round the corner.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pavements: public and private

         
         
         
         
         The pavement was the borderland between the public world of the street and the more private world behind the thresholds of
            houses and shops – a ‘liminal zone’, as anthropologists would call it, between outside and inside. At busy taverns, facing
            onto the street, the pavement provided overspill space for customers who ‘propped up the bar’, or waited for food and drink
            to take away. For drivers of animals, making deliveries or simply taking a break, and for visitors arriving on horseback at
            large houses, it also offered convenient tethering posts, or rather tethering holes. All over the city, in front of bakeries, workshops, taverns and stores, as well as at the entrance to private residences,
            you can still find small holes drilled through the very edge of the pavement, hundreds of them altogether.
         

         
         
         
         
         Puzzling to archaeologists, these were once thought to be the fixing points for sun blinds to provide shade for the open premises
            behind – an idea drawn in part from the practice in historical Naples of draping awnings over shop fronts. If this were the
            case, it would have turned the pavements, on sunny days at least, into a forest of fabric, and dark, makeshift tunnels between
            shop and kerbside. Maybe that is how it was. But a much simpler idea, and one that fits better with the distribution of these
            holes, is to think of them as places to tie up animals (and if not here, then where else?). Even this would hint at another
            awkward picture of Pompeian street life: the delivery man’s donkeys, tethered to the edge of the narrow street, being forced
            to join the pedestrians on the pavement in order to clear the way for a cart squeezing its way through.
         

         
         
         
         
         Awnings or not, the sun must sometimes have made the city’s pavements unpleasantly hot, even if two-storey houses on both
            sides of the road (especially where the upper storeys were built out at an overhang) did offer more shade than weary visitors
            find in the ruined streets today. Unsurprisingly some householders took remedial action. Across the frontage of some of the
            larger residences canopies once jutted out from the façade, providing extra shade not only for those entering the property,
            but for any passer-by. Stone benches were sometimes added on either side of the front door, also taking advantage of the shade
            provided. Exactly who we are to imagine sitting on these depends on our view of the mentality of the Pompeian elite. They
            may have been installed, partly at least, as an act of generosity to the local community: a resting place for one and all.
            They may, however, have been intended solely for visitors waiting to be admitted to the house itself. In fact, it’s not at
            all difficult to picture the porter emerging from behind those vast front doors to chase off the riff-raff who had chosen
            to sit down there uninvited.
         

         
         
         
         
         Walking around the town today, we can spot all kinds of other examples of private property, and its amenities, encroaching
            onto the pavement. Some owners turned the pavement in front of their houses into a ramp, to allow carts easy access inside.
            That, at least, was how the landlord of one of the inns or lodging houses near the Herculaneum Gate catered for the needs
            of his guests – allowing them easily to bring their carts, belongings and merchandise into the security of the inner court.
            Others used it to construct themselves even more monumental entrances than usual. One large property at the far east end of
            the Via dell’Abbondanza, now known as the Estate (Praedia) of Julia Felix, after the woman who once owned it, was given a pretentious stepped walkway, built right over the pavement.
            Further up the same street towards the Forum, the front door of the House of Epidius Rufus opened onto an extra terrace, more
            than a metre high, which was set on top of the already elevated pavement – giving the house a lofty remoteness from the life
            of the street beneath. With a more practical aim in view, the owners of the House of the Vettii inserted a series of bollards
            into the street along the side wall of their mansion. The roadway was narrow and there was no pavement to act as a barrier
            between house and road. They must have been worried about the damage that might be done by passing carts, carelessly driven.
         

         
         
         
         
         Some of these encroachments may have received permission from the town council or the local aediles. A handful of painted
            notices found on the outside of the Amphitheatre suggest that it was the aediles who authorised the street vendors plying
            their trade underneath the monument’s arches, and assigned their pitches: ‘By permission of the aediles. Licensed to Caius
            Aninius Fortunatus’ etc., as the faint and fragmentary Latin seems to say. Maybe the better-off made a similar application
            to the authorities. Or maybe they simply assumed the right to do much as they pleased with the pavements in front of their
            houses.
         

         
         
         
         
         The householders might have had good reason to make that assumption – to judge from some tell-tale traces in the pavements
            themselves. Most city pavements, ancient or modern, are much less homogeneous than the casual passer-by tends to recognise.
            Their surfaces have been laid at different periods; they have been repaired in patches, often with not much care to make a
            match with the surrounding material. This is as true of Pompeii as it is of modern London or New York. Yet in Pompeii a closer
            look reveals rather more systematic discrepancies. In some streets the pavements seem originally to have been laid in different
            materials (volcanic rock, limestone, tufa) – and in stretches corresponding to the frontages of houses. In places there are
            even blocks set into the pavement marking the division between one property (and its pavement) and the next.
         

         
         
         
         
         The conclusion is obvious. Even though they must have been planned by some central city authority, their width and height
            fixed to an agreed standard, some of these pavements were paid for on a private basis, by an individual householder, or by
            a group of them clubbing together – the choice of material to be used left up to those who were footing the bill. It is logical
            to imagine that their upkeep was similarly privatised. That idea is supported by a surviving Roman law (inscribed on bronze
            and found in the far south of Italy) which gives the regulations for, amongst other things, the upkeep of roads and pavements
            in the city of Rome itself. The basic principle was that each householder was responsible for the pavement frontage of his
            own property, and if he did not maintain it properly the aediles could themselves contract the maintenance work out and then
            recover the cost from the defaulter. Interestingly, an additional obligation on the householder at Rome was to make sure that
            water did not collect so as to inconvenience people in the street. It was not only Pompeii that had trouble with overspills.
         

         
         
         
         
         The people in the streets

         
         
         
         
         So far the people in the Pompeian streets have been rather shadowy figures. We have spotted the traces they left behind them:
            the scrawls on the walls, the hands on the fountains, the scratches and scrapes left by the carts on the kerbsides. But we
            have not seen the men, women and children face to face; we have not caught them at their daily business.
         

         
         
         
         
         We can in fact get one step closer to them, thanks to an extraordinary series of paintings found in the Estate of Julia Felix.
            At the time of the eruption this large property, with its imposing entrance that we have already noted, covered the whole
            of what had once been two city blocks not far from the Amphitheatre. It included a number of different units: a privately
            run, commercial bathing establishment, a number of rental apartments, shops, bars and dining rooms, a large orchard and a
            medium-sized private house. One large room in this establishment (an inner courtyard or atrium, just over 9 metres by 6) was
            decorated with a painted frieze, two and a half metres above the ground, apparently showing scenes of life in the Pompeian
            Forum. This was uncovered by eighteenth-century excavators who removed to the museum about 11 metres of it, in small, broken
            sections, leaving just a couple of fragments on the wall. What happened to the rest, or even how much more there was (it’s
            only an assumption that it once extended around the whole room), we do not know. But it is a likely guess that much of it
            fell victim to the robust excavation techniques of the time.
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         24. This eighteenth-century engraving preserves details of the now faded painted scenes of life in the Forum. Behind the traders
            it is interesting to see how the bare columns of the Forum colonnade might have appeared in the ancient world itself: decorated
            with hanging festoons and used to support temporary partitions and gates.
         

         
         
         
         
         The paintings are now badly faded. Even so, they offer as vivid a picture as we could hope for of life on the Pompeian streets
            – particularly when combined with engravings of them made soon after they were found which help to throw light on some of
            the murkier sections. They are not, of course, strictly realistic. The background architecture is a rather rough-and-ready
            version of the two-storey Forum colonnade (though the position of the statues and their relationship to the columns matches
            up quite closely to the remains on the ground). The intense bustle of activity at every point almost certainly goes well beyond
            what would be found even on the busiest market day. This is not daily life, but an imaginative re-creation of it. It is a
            Pompeian street scene in the mind’s eye of a Pompeian painter: beggars, hucksters, schoolkids, fast food, ladies out shopping
            ...
         

         
         
         
         
         In one of the most detailed sections (Ill. 24) we get a glimpse of a couple of street traders at work, with varying degrees
            of enterprise. On the left of the scene is a dozy ironmonger. His table is set out with what look like hammers and pincers,
            which he has brought to his stall in the baskets lined up at the front (or are they metal jars for sale?). He has a couple
            of customers: a young boy with an older man, shopping basket on his arm. A sale is in the offing. But it looks as if the ironmonger
            has nodded off, and needs a wake-up call from the man behind him. On the right, a shoemaker in a bright red tunic is doing
            much more active trade, pitching his wares to a group of four ladies and a baby, who sit on the benches he has provided for
            his customers. Behind him, his range of shoes are on show in a way that baffled our eighteenth-century copyist (who depicts
            them floating in mid-air) and is now impossible to make out on the original. Most likely he has fixed up some display stands,
            propped against the columns behind. These run all along the back of the scene, festoons hanging between them. On the right,
            behind a couple of diminutive statues of men on horseback (in this position, probably local bigwigs – emperors would be given
            a more prominent setting), the space between two columns is closed by a gate. All of this is a good antidote to the austere,
            uncluttered, lifeless appearance of the colonnade today.
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         25. Buying and selling. On the left a couple of women are negotiating for the sale of some cloth. On the right a man, who
            has come shopping with his son, is buying a pan.
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         26. While a lady gives a handout to a scruffy beggar (plus dog), in the background a pair of children play peek-a-boo around
            a column. In the foreground is one of the many statues that stood around the Forum.
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         27. Methods of transport. On the right a donkey or mule is laden with a heavy saddle (note there are no stirrups). On the
            left is the kind of cart that once trundled the streets of the town.
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         28. A couple of men sitting on a bench under the Forum colonnade are perhaps adjudicating some legal case. Three men behind
            watch the proceedings with some care, but in the background is a more domestic scene: a Pompeian toddler asks his mother or
            carer to pick him up.
         

         
         
         
         
         We are given plenty of other vignettes of buying and selling. In one section (Ill. 25), women negotiate with salesmen over
            pieces of cloth; a man (one of the relatively few characters here to be dressed in a toga – although it is red rather than
            white) chooses a metal saucepan, while his young son carries the shopping basket; and a baker serves a pair of men with what
            appears to be a basket of rolls. Elsewhere, in the shadow of an arch, a greengrocer has a magnificent collection of figs for
            sale, while a food vendor has rigged up a brazier and is busy selling hot drinks or snacks. But it is not only commercial
            activities that the painter has shown. There is a touch of low life (Ill. 26): an elegant lady, plus slave or child, appears
            to be helping the homeless, by offering cash to a very ragged beggar with a dog. And there are several glimpses of the Pompeian
            traffic in the shape of mules and carts (Ill. 27). Given that, as we have seen, the Forum was a pedestrianised area, is the
            cart artistic licence? Or were there ways – ramps over the steps perhaps – of allowing wheeled transport into the area on
            some occasions, or at certain times?
         

         
         
         
         
         Local politics too plays a significant part in this vision of Pompeian life. In one scene (Plate 7), some men are reading
            a long public notice, written on a board or scroll, which has been fixed across the bases of three more equestrian statues
            (this time, perhaps members of the imperial house, shown as military heroes). Elsewhere it looks as if some kind of legal
            case is going on (Ill. 28). A couple of men, dressed in togas, are seated, concentrating hard as they are addressed by a standing
            figure – often identified as a woman, but the traces are too ambiguous to be sure of the sex. He, or she, is making a particular
            point, gesturing to a tablet held by a young girl who stands in front. Whether, as some have thought, this girl is meant to
            be the subject of the case (an issue of guardianship perhaps), or whether she is merely a convenient prop for the evidence
            in question, it is impossible to tell. Behind looms another of those ubiquitous equestrian statues.
         

         
         
         
         
         But the most arresting section of all depicts a scene from a Pompeian classroom (Ill. 29). One of the puzzles in the archaeology
            of the city has been how and where the children were educated. We have plenty of evidence of writing and literacy (even practice
            alphabets scratched onto walls at child height), but – despite all kinds of implausible and over-optimistic identifications
            – there is no trace of a school as such. That is because Roman schoolmasters did not regularly operate in purpose-built premises,
            but would sit down with their class in any convenient location where there was some space and shade. One such location in
            Pompeii was very likely the large open space or exercise ground (palaestra) near the Amphitheatre, For it was here, on a column of its colonnade, that a schoolmaster inscribed his gratitude for payment,
            and by implication his frustration at the still outstanding bills: ‘May those who have paid me their school fees get what
            they want from the gods’. Some archaeologists have even guessed that the list of names and sums of money scratched up on the
            same column was a list of the poor man’s receipts.
         

         
         
         
         
         The paintings from the Estate of Julia Felix depict a lesson going on under the colonnade of the Forum. A man, dressed in
            a cloak, sporting a pointed beard, appears to be supervising three pupils who are studying tablets on their knees. Other pupils
            or the children’s minders watch what is going on from under the colonnade. What none seem to be observing is the nasty scene
            to the right. One boy has had his tunic lifted to reveal his bare buttocks (or has even been stripped down to a waistband
            – the painting itself is not clear). Suspended on the back of another, while his feet are held tight, he is being given a
            good lashing. It seems a peculiarly brutal form of punishment, even by the toughest standards of the recent past, and the
            awkward, helpless position of the boy only serves to accentuate the cruelty. Yet interestingly, this may well have been the
            normal style of schoolboy beating in the ancient world. A light-hearted poem by Herodas, a Greek poet of the third century
            BCE, describes a mother’s attempt to reform her no-good son, Kottalos, who has been neglecting his studies in favour of gambling.
            She arranges for the schoolmaster to give him a hiding – and the description of the other boys lifting the unfortunate Kottalos
            onto their shoulders is strikingly reminiscent of what we see here.
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         29. Rough justice in the Pompeian classroom. One schoolboy miscreant gets a hiding, while the rest of the class get on with
            their work, keeping their eyes carefully on their tablets.
         

         
         
         
         
         The frieze, fragmentary and faded as it now is, offers all kinds of precious hints about how we might begin to repopulate
            the Pompeian cityscape: and not just with men in white togas (indeed there are rather few of those). It prompts us to imagine
            children at their lessons, beggars plying for cash, traders and hucksters of all kinds, or local officials at their business.
            Women are prominent too, out on the streets on their own, or with their children, haggling, chatting, buying, even distributing
            the occasional largesse to those less fortunate than themselves. But more than that, the paintings hint at the colour, clutter
            and bric-a-brac of urban life that tends to get forgotten when we stare at the now bare ruins: the bright clothing, the portable
            tables and braziers, the wicker baskets, the garlands and all those statues. One estimate has it that in early imperial Rome
            live human beings outnumbered statues by a factor of only two to one – which would make a total of some half a million statues
            in a human population of a million. There was nothing like that concentration of sculpture in Pompeii. But, nonetheless, life
            in the Forum here unfolds under the watchful eyes of men in bronze (or marble), emperors alive or dead, imperial princelings
            and local notables.
         

         
         
         
         
         The city that never sleeps

         
         
         
         
         In 6 BCE, the emperor Augustus was called upon to adjudicate a tricky case from the Greek city of Cnidus. A couple of residents,
            Eubulus and Tryphera, had been troubled night after night by a group of local thugs who ‘laid siege’ to their house. Finally,
            their patience at an end, they told one of their slaves to get rid of them by throwing the contents of a chamber pot on their
            heads. But things went from bad to worse: for the slave lost his grip on the pot, it fell and killed one of the assailants.
            The Cnidian authorities were minded to accuse Eubulus and Tryphera of unlawful killing, but the emperor came down on the side
            of the couple – long-suffering victims, as he saw it, of anti-social behaviour. His judgement was inscribed publicly in a
            nearby town: hence our knowledge of the affair.
         

         
         
         
         
         Whatever the rights and wrongs of the case (and some scholars have suspected that Eubulus and Tryphera might not have been
            quite as innocent as the emperor found them), it is one of the very few glimpses we get, leaving aside Juvenal’s poetic hyperbole
            about Rome itself, of how an ‘ordinary’ ancient town might have appeared at night: dark, unpoliced, slightly scary. How like
            that were the streets of Pompeii when the sun had gone down?
         

         
         
         
         
         One image of night-time Pompeii would see even the main streets as almost pitch black. Although Romans went to enormous trouble
            to bring light to their world in the hours of darkness (as the thousands of bronze and pottery oil lamps found in Pompeii
            demonstrate), the results were patchy at best. Most people had to live their lives by the rhythms of daylight, sunrise to
            sunset. The inns and bars kept serving into the evening hours, illuminated in part by lamps hanging over their open doorways,
            their fixings in some cases still visible. In fact, one electoral poster – a satiric piece of ‘anti-propaganda’ or not – offers
            the support of ‘the late drinkers’ to one particular candidate for public office: ‘All the late drinkers are canvassing for
            Marcus Cerrinius Vatia to be aedile’. But the big houses would have shut their doors and presented a solid, uninviting blank
            wall to the outside world, punctured only by the occasional tiny window. The shops and workshops would have closed too, secured
            with the shutters whose slots are still visible in their thresholds, as well as occasionally the impression of the wood itself.
            Without street lighting, and with uneven pavements, irregular stepping stones and a good deal of filth, pedestrians – equipped
            only with the light of a portable lantern, and whatever the moon provided – would have ventured about at their peril.
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         30. Shut up shop? The wide openings of the shops could be closed by heavy wooden shutters. This plaster cast of a set of shutters
            on the Via dell’Abbondanza shows how the section on the right could operate as a small door to give access when the shop was
            shut.
         

         
         
         
         
         But there was life in the streets at night too, and a good deal more noise and hustle and bustle about the town than the gloomy
            darkness would suggest. In addition to the barking of the dogs and the braying of the donkeys, men might be at work. It is
            certain, for example, that on some occasions the signwriters putting up the advertisements for the next gladiatorial display
            in the Amphitheatre, or the electoral posters urging support for this or that candidate for local office, plied their trade
            by night. One such writer, Aemilius Celer, who posted an advertisement for thirty pairs of gladiators fighting over five days,
            carefully signed his work: ‘Aemilius Celer wrote this on his own by the light of the moon’. Such solitary activity was probably
            not the norm. One notice posted high up on a wall, urging support for Caius Julius Polybius in the forthcoming elections,
            includes a joke from the signwriter to his mate: ‘Lantern carrier, steady the ladder’. Why did they choose to work after dark?
            Perhaps because they were sometimes putting up notices without permission, where they should not have been (but not always
            – else why sign their names?). Perhaps it was more convenient to be painting when there were fewer people about to disturb
            the work, or rock the ladder.
         

         
         
         
         
         There may well have also been a good deal more traffic trundling down the streets than we would at first imagine. In the same
            document as the regulations for the upkeep of pavements in Rome were listed are also found the rules for the entry of wheeled
            traffic into the city of Rome. Although all kinds of exceptions are noted (carts used for building work on temples, to remove
            rubble from public demolition sites, or those used in connection with important rituals), the basic principle was that wheeled
            transport was excluded from the city from sunrise until the tenth hour of the day – that is, given that the hours of daylight
            were divided into twelve, until the late afternoon or early evening. The hours of darkness, in other words, were the time
            when you were most likely to find carts on the streets of the capital. Indeed, in addition to his complaints about falling
            objects and muggers, Juvenal has some sharp words about the noise of the night-time traffic.
         

         
         
         
         
         We cannot be certain if these regulations applied, in exactly these terms, to Pompeii; though it is a fair assumption that
            they did, more or less. Nor can we be certain how rigorously they would have been enforced. A law is one thing, having the
            will or the resources to police it, quite another. (And remember that a cart appeared in the Forum frieze in a scene that
            was clearly not intended to be nighttime ...) Nevertheless, there is a reasonable chance that a good proportion of the wheeled
            traffic whose management and control we have explored in this chapter would have been out in the street after dark. As well
            as the howling dogs, the carousing of the ‘late drinkers’, the whistling and joking of the signpainters at their jobs, we
            have to imagine the sounds of the rumbling carts, the jingling of the bells, the scraping of iron-clad wheels against the
            kerb or the stepping stones. Literally, a city that never slept – and was never quiet.
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