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‘With Pompeii, Ray Laurence (a distinguished Pompeian scholar) and the writer Alex Butterworth have done something quite unusual … The result is the fullest and most readable account I know … a splendid panorama of both a provincial city and a wider political and cultural world … Perhaps the most impressive feature is the sheer detail, and the lightness of touch in presenting it … A third of the city still lies buried and one very much hopes that Laurence and Butterworth will be there as it is opened up’


Peter Jones, Sunday Telegraph


‘By using the very latest archaeological and historical research, Pompeii offers a vivid portrait of a lost city during the 25 years leading up to the eruption that destroyed it … We find a world rich in wine, ritual, sex, political scandal and over-the-top partying. This book is a wonderfully accessible introduction to the social history of the Roman Empire as a whole’


Daily Express


‘Butterworth and Laurence have produced something imaginative and new. Evocative, precise, kaleidoscopic and enormously vivid … a significant and innovative work of historical imagination. It deserves to reach a wide readership’


Professor Andrew Wallace-Hadrill


‘One turns eagerly to Alex Butterworth and Ray Laurence’s wonderfully vivid and detailed account of Pompeian social history, Pompeii … They tell their story with a confident authority, blending descriptions of Pompeian society into a consecutive narrative that artfully combines local and Imperial history from the accession of Nero in AD 54 to the volcanic eruption in 79. It is an ambitious project based on an impressively encyclopaedic knowledge of the literary and archaeological evidence, and it offers a great deal of information not found in any other book on Pompeii … this is a bold, vigorous and original book. Readers will learn a lot from it … Alex Butterworth and Ray Laurence’s exuberant tour de force’


T. P. Wiseman, Times Literary Supplement


‘This book attempts to restore meaning to the dusty ruins, with notable success … It is the great achievement of this book that we feel we know these people, and their tragedy moves us. The life and death of Pompeii is evoked with verve and authority’


Jane Stevenson, Observer


‘With an excellent bibliography, notes and index, Pompeii: The Living City fulfils every requirement of an erudite historical exposition, while achieving something far greater through its entertaining and well-written text’


Nick West, Tribune


‘An immensely evocative, well-written and powerful portrait of what life was really like in Pompeii. Read it!’


Tom Holland, author of Rubicon


‘It takes a real act of imagination to recreate the life that once filled the city’s streets. Ray Laurence is well qualified to make the attempt … Now he has teamed up with Alex Butterworth, a writer and dramatist, to bring the city to life in a more readily accessible and attractive fashion. What the authors have done is to attempt to tell the story of the last twenty-five years of Pompeii’s existence in something of the style of a novel. The book is stuffed with information: how to get married, how to stand for the town council, where to get sex at a price, the problems of owning slaves, how to make a living in shipping, how to conduct a Roman funeral, with attractions of exotic religions … a splendid piece of imaginative reconstruction … reading Pompeii: The Living City is about the best preparation I can think of for a visit to the city’


Jeremy Paterson, Literary Review


‘Butterworth and Laurence paint a rich, multi-layered and utterly memorable picture of Pompeii and their book is a thumping good read’


Irish Examiner


‘This heavily researched but readable book, which is also splendidly illustrated’


Jane Gardam, Spectator


‘In a very lucid and entertaining style, Pompeii: The Living City pulls together all the recent scholarship on the buried town and turns it into a compelling and yet highly detailed narrative. I only wish it had been available when I was researching my novel’


Robert Harris


‘Brings Pompeii startlingly alive once more’


History Today


‘An original and vivid recreation of unfolding events in the doomed city … The whole is written in a lively style, with nice touches of humour … a good read’


British Archaeology


‘A vivid portrait of place and people before the cataclysms of AD 62 and 79’


Church Times


‘Accessible, wide-ranging and evocative and makes surprisingly compelling reading’


Ben Jarman, Catholic Times


‘For those looking to be transported back to the living city, it will be hard to resist’


Oxford Times


Alex Butterworth is a writer and dramatist, who holds degrees from the University of Oxford and the Royal College of Art. This is his first book.


Ray Laurence is a Research Fellow in the Institute of Archaeology and Antiquity at the University of Birmingham. He has published seven academic books on Roman archaeology and history.


Pompeii is the winner of the 2006 Longman–History Today New Generation Book of the Year award.
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Nothing can last for ever;


Though the sun shines gold


It must plunge into the sea.


The moon has also disappeared


Which but now so brightly gleamed.


Graffito from Pompeii





PROLOGUE:



The Far End of the Journey


October AD 79


It was the hour before dawn and the sky above Luxor was already showing the same sickly yellow hue that had tinted it every day for the past month. Not far from the towering statue of King Memnon a small group of men stamped and shivered against the unnatural cold, their cloaks gathered about them. Once in a while they would glance towards the statue’s vast stone feet, between which their master sat, a solitary figure, awaiting first light, when the ancient king would utter his famed greeting.


So still did Suedius Clemens, the Prefect of the Camps in Egypt, hold himself that, as the minutes passed, the dust that filled the air began to settle on his clothes and skin, covering them in a dark film. He had travelled far to arrive here, across the deserts of sand and the deserts within himself, and now was a moment for contemplation. Word of the disaster in far-off Campania had reached Alexandria while he had been finalising the preparations for his last tour of inspection. The first traders to hurry their ships back to Egypt, in flight from the plummeting fire and surging waves, had quickly filled Alexandria with tales of an apocalypse – of how the mountain of Vesuvius had exploded into flames, breathing fire over the cities in its shadow and raining down stone.


Although Clemens had known Pompeii well, from his days spent there as the Emperor Vespasian’s sacred judge, when his advisors suggested that the planned expedition to the Egyptian interior be cancelled, he had overruled them without hesitation. But as the days had passed, he had come to regret his decision. With each step he took, memories of Pompeii drew ever closer.


Heading east from the Nile, the Prefect had counted the caravans crossing the land that thirsts; had watched them approach from one horizon and disappear over the other with their precious freight, and known that they might be heading for Pompeii. He had pressed on, far into the eastern desert, until he came to Mons Porphyrites, where rain fell only once every decade in a single torrential burst. There he had witnessed the terrible mines, and the men who quarried the bright stone without cease, lit at night by the flames from high-stoked pyres and watched over by the round towers of the garrison fortress. But in his mind’s eye it was the rare purple-flagged porphyry floors of Pompeii that he saw.


Looping back to the Nile, he had been thrown back into the world of Roman rule. To ears for so long assailed by orders barked out in rough soldier’s Latin, the mellifluous Greek he heard in the towns and villages through which they passed was captivating, and the babble of the Egyptian boatman a balm to his mind. But he had forgotten how time had passed, that November had come, and he was caught unawares by the chants of Isis worshippers as they celebrated her lover’s rebirth along the banks of the river. The slender ibises puncturing the water with their curved beaks and the crocodiles sliding into the Nile from their mud shoals were all too familiar from the painted walls of Pompeii.


At last, Clemens had reached Luxor and, with it, the end of his journey. In a few days he would return to Alexandria and then take ship to Italy. Would Pompeii still be there for him to see? – the city he had judged so freely, yet which only now, perhaps too late, he had come to appreciate. Could anyone from Pompeii possibly have survived?





INTRODUCTION


In July 1738, workmen digging the foundations of a summer palace for Charles of Bourbon, the King of Naples, discovered the first hard evidence of the cities that had been buried by Vesuvius in AD 79. Statues and other fragments from antiquity had been coming to light in the area for centuries but it was only then that a new professionalism was brought to bear on the process of investigating what lay beneath the fertile fields of Campania. Passages were tunnelled down to the theatre of Herculaneum and occasional honoured visitors allowed to explore by torchlight, while treasures were added to the private Bourbon collections by the cartload. But the King’s excitement was tinged with frustration.


Although funding for the work in the area was unstinting, the great discrepancy between the present-day and ancient ground levels impeded progress. When, in 1755, the construction of the Sarno Canal revealed further remains a few miles away, this time only a few metres underground, it was hoped that the new site might allow far more rapid exploration. Working outwards from what was subsequently revealed to have been a complex of bars, baths and rental property belonging to a woman called Julia Felix, it soon became clear that an extensive lost world did indeed lie within reach. But what was this place that stood on a small escarpment that was still known in local folklore as ‘Civita’, or ‘the City’? The reticence in the classical sources on the subject of the eruption testifies to the depth of the shock that was felt at the time: all they offered to the King was a simple list of places that had been destroyed. Only when a dedicatory inscription came to light, was the truth revealed. The ancient city was Pompeii.


News spread fast by the standards of the day: a city was being unearthed on the Bay of Naples that still breathed with the life of ancient times. Amongst the educated classes of Europe, for whom the classical world was still a very present ideal, the chance to travel back in time was a marvel not to be missed. Pompeii, less than a hundred and fifty miles south of Rome, quickly became an indispensable destination on the Grand Tour. Goethe, the greatest poet of the age, visited and watched the excavation of a house that was named in his honour; William Hamilton, the British Ambassador to Naples, sent samples of volcanic materials to the Royal Academy, whilst his wife, Emma, became famous for adopting classical poses, or ‘attitudes’; others were to translate the aesthetic of Pompeii into Wedgwood pottery and Adam interiors; Mozart visited the newly uncovered Temple of Isis in 1769 and the memories of its mysterious precinct remained with him vividly enough to inspire the composition of The Magic Flute almost twenty years later1 (Plate 26). In the nineteenth century, the novelist Stendhal was inspired to write, ‘The strangest thing I saw on my travels was Pompeii, where you feel as if you have been transported back into the ancient world; even if you normally believe only proven facts, here you feel as if, just by being there, you know more about the place than any scholar.’


Two and a half centuries later, the modern visitor no longer clambers down, awestruck, into the Pompeii excavations, but pays his entrance fee and walks up the steep slope towards the Marine Gate in the company of a fraction of the two million and more tourists who pass through the turnstiles each year. Yet the initial experience remains overwhelming: more than three square kilometres of buildings – houses, hovels, temples, markets, baths and theatres – stand exposed to view, at least where the vigilant custodians and barred streets allow it. Walking Pompeii’s streets at the dawn of the third millennium, it is impossible not to feel something of Stendhal’s intimation that there, history is almost alive. But such an impression can be deceptive.


At the end of the eighteenth century and during the excavations of the nineteenth, artists recorded the pristine quality of the buildings as they came to light: the pigments luminous in the recently unearthed wall paintings, the graffiti-covered plasterwork, though cracked, still clinging to the walls. Only at the height of four metres or more, where the last layers of ash had settled, were the buildings cut short; below, it was as if the ancient residents had only just departed. Except that, tragically, many of them remained. Trapped within the compacted volcanic debris were the skeletons of hundreds of the city’s inhabitants, clutching their belongings and clinging to loved ones in air pockets that bore the impression of each body’s final agonies. The curious tourist of the 1860s and later, wandering the excavations, might even have witnessed the reappearance of these ancient citizens – seen plaster poured into the moulds left in the ash and the hardened casts of the dead gently lifted free.


Theirs is an experience that we can only envy. Today, the two thirds of the city that has been excavated is rapidly deteriorating. Plaster and paint flake off walls, mosaics are scuffed and tesserae scattered, while the walls that were once loud with graffiti now stand bare and silent.2 Most of the major artworks have been removed for preservation – those, at least, that have not been stolen to order for private collectors, hacked out from the site itself. With their departure, and the fading under the effects of sun and rain of most of what remains, the colour of the city has gone. No longer does the casual visitor have the information needed to imagine the city in its full glory, or bring to life, in the mind’s eye, those who inhabited it: the slaves who arrived in Campania, from Africa or the cold north, and were driven to market in Pompeii; Caecilius Jucundus, the city’s steady but aspiring auctioneer, who kept a meticulous account of his sales, including a sideline in human cargo; the political clique of Julius Polybius, with his finger in so many pies; or the elusive Grosphus, who failed to keep the peace during his term in office as a senior magistrate.


Rather than the ancient graffiti and political posters that once covered the walls and summoned the flavour of the lost world, the most resonant graffiti still visible in Pompeii today is perhaps that in the toilets of the cafeteria: ‘If I’d wanted ruins I could have gone to Kabul.’


And yet the means to bring the bleak walls back to life does exist, hidden away in the great tomes that transcribe the graffiti originally written by self-selecting loudmouths, and the thousands of appeals to voters that were written on Pompeii’s walls on behalf of candidates standing for election to public office, or else encoded in artwork from the walls and floors of the city that now lies in museum vaults; information that was locked up in the bones of the eruption’s victims, or sits on bookshelves, waiting to be extracted from the literary texts of the time. From work carried out on these sources, it is now possible to refute the dystopian versions of the city promulgated by nineteenth-century Christian moralists, and revise the more errant academic interpretations of later years. Such knowledge is hard won.


Pompeii contains probably the greatest density of data of any ancient archaeological site in the world, but that only augments the challenge facing contemporary scholars. The sheer volume of material that can be drawn upon, along with the shortcomings in technique and record-keeping of many of those who have worked on the site in the past, make the task of bringing all the disparate evidence into some meaningful relationship especially difficult. The state of almost all the skeletal remains from the site is symptomatic: having been disarticulated in the nineteenth century by students of eugenics and race who were interested only in skulls, the bones now lie in charnel houses, piled according to type. Where they were found is not documented. The records for many of the artefacts retrieved from buildings is little better: hundreds of Day Books that record the daily activities and finds of the site’s earlier excavators lie gathering dust, and now themselves need to be ‘excavated’. While those whose endeavours are catalogued in them required strong muscles and physical endurance to shift the hundreds of thousands of tonnes of lapilli – the tiny pellets of volcanic material – that buried the city, the historians and archaeologists of the last thirty years have required equivalent amounts of patience, persistence and restraint to make sense of what was left behind.


The product of their intellectual efforts is astonishing, with seemingly random facts marshalled into embryonic accounts of human lives. Records of the height at which bodies were found has been cross-referenced with studies of volcanic eruptions to better understand the victims’ final hours; the layering of political writing on walls has been used to create a chronology of political life and to reconstruct networks of allegiance in the city during the preceding decades; and careful investigation below the ground level of AD 79 has revealed the heritage with which those citizens lived. The extension of plaster-cast techniques from bodies to the space left by incinerated plant roots has made it possible to recreate the fauna of gardens and farms and has made sense of agricultural techniques, while the discovery in 1982 of a great many new skeletons from Herculaneum has allowed the kind of analysis of disease and physical condition that was previously impossible. Even with a virtual moratorium on any new archaeological work in the unexcavated areas of the ancient city, the re-examination of existing evidence has prompted new interpretations of how domestic buildings were used by their inhabitants and of the distinct character of different areas of the city.


The primary intention of this book is to bring together this wealth of information, together with certain original insights, in a story of life as it was lived, in all its strangeness, during the troublesome twenty-five years leading up to Pompeii’s destruction. The cities of Vesuvius have regularly been used as a lens through which to view an era that they are supposed to typify: an age when the wealth of Roman Italy reached unprecedented heights, levels of slavery burgeoned, and a rigidly structured society had to confront these changes. Yet it is a mere quirk of fate that the place which most defines our understanding of society in the Roman Empire is a small section of coastal plane, the lower slopes of a volcanic mountain, and the local port and commercial centre, situated in a farming and resort area about a hundred and fifty miles south of Rome. This is the micro-history of that place and its ill-fortuned inhabitants, as the days of ease were left behind and the Pompeians confronted a series of grave threats, whose origins were both human and divine. It is a portrait of a society oblivious to the tragic destiny that awaited it.


Insofar as it considers the larger Roman world, this was a period dominated by Nero’s infamous reign. His influence was felt across his empire, and especially so in Pompeii, where through his second wife the Emperor had a particular personal interest. But just as the accounts of Nero’s career are open to varied interpretation – with the precise chronology of events possibly manipulated by ancient historians to achieve particular effects, and an ideological agenda always in play – it is still more difficult to be certain, from a distance of two thousand years, precisely when certain events in a small town took place. Even the exact date of the earthquake that devastated Pompeii in AD 62 (or was it AD 63?) cannot be pinned down, and the dates when particular individuals held public office still less so. About the sequence of events, however, it is possible to be more confident, and within that framework we know the extent to which the rhythms of life were shaped by a rigid calendar of festivals and markets.


It is almost certain that, in decades to come, aspects of how we understand Pompeii will change fundamentally. Even the excavation of a single new building could overturn our preconceptions: the discovery of a dedicatory inscription that fitted a temple facade could change the god’s name by which it is known; some electoral postings could elevate a minor political figure to new heights in our estimation; another cache of wax tablets might add a whole new dimension to our understanding of the city’s economy. After all, an entire third of the city still lies buried, and only a few yards behind the facades on the north side of the main street – whose occupants’ names we sometimes know but which are otherwise unexplored – dazzling data might reside. Thanks to improved research methods, three of the most recent buildings to be investigated – the House of the Chaste Lovers, the House of Julius Polybius, and that of Fabius Rufus – have furnished a wealth of extraordinary new insights. And it is little wonder that some want to delve deeper into the Villa of the Papyri outside Herculaneum and its library of scrolls. For the moment, though, we believe that what follows is accurate insofar as it is possible to be so; for those who wish to explore the subjects touched upon further, an extensive bibliography has been provided.


The exception is those sections printed in italics, which are straightforward fictional reconstructions. Whilst it would be foolish to imagine that one might enter into the mind of another human being at such a distance of time and across so many subtle and not-so-subtle cultural differences, these interludes propose ways of seeing the experience of certain Pompeians in relationship to their world and their fellows. In some cases they are men and women about whom something is known; where this is the case, a consistency has been maintained between the fictional portrayal and discussions of the evidence concerning them. In other cases, especially those of women and slaves – groups who are almost entirely absent from the documentary record – an even greater degree of licence has been called for. The accounts of all their lives should be treated as firmly grounded conjecture, but conjecture nevertheless. From the woman dying in the arms of her gladiator-lover, to the ‘prostitutes’ endorsing embarrassed candidates for election, there are already more than enough myths about the ancient people of Pompeii.


Opening his history of a period that overlaps with ours, Tacitus remarked, ‘The history on which I am entering is that of a period rich in disasters, terrible in battles, torn by civil struggles, horrible even in peace.’ In its basic lineaments, the relevance of the period spanning the first centuries BC and AD to our own times appears unmistakable, and has been much remarked upon in recent years. Ours is an age when the wealth of the rich and the poverty of the global underclass is as great as ever it was in Rome; when the trade that feeds the untrammelled consumption of luxuries and natural resources at the heart of empire mimics the extortion of tribute from vassal states in ancient times; and when the ageing, shrinking population of the West again requires that the youthful replenishment of its stock by immigrant labour be well managed to avoid destabilising society. And whilst the eruption of Vesuvius was a catastrophe to challenge the confidence of even the most powerful empire – and one which was looked for, and long prophesied, by Rome’s enemies in what is now the Middle East – explicit contemporary parallels will be eschewed.


It should never be forgotten, that the archaeology of Pompeii is primarily that of a disaster zone. Only because of its tragic end, and the powerful preserving effect of burial in volcanic debris and mud, has Pompeii generated such a wealth of material and sustained so much interest for so long. Yet amazingly, whilst it is necessary to grub around for even the smallest hint of the life of a female slave in the city – an inscription on a ring, perhaps, or a child’s headstone that is no more conspicuous than that of a pet – a unique record has been found, far away, of one man who had been in Pompeii shortly before the eruption.


The name of Titus Suedius Clemens is still visible where he carved it into the colossal foot of King Memnon’s statue outside Luxor, along with his rank as Prefect of the Camps in Egypt. Even then the monument would have been in ruins. Although Memnon and his companion a few metres away had once reached a height of over twenty metres, by the time Clemens saw them they were already in a state of truncated semi-ruination. Nevertheless, the stone figures were still capable of inducing such awe that they found their way onto the itinerary of even the most jaded Roman tourist in Egypt. For here was evidence that sophisticated societies could pass from memory, made more striking still by the belief that one of the statues represented the Ethiopian king who had fought beside Rome’s own founding father, Aeneas, in defence of Troy. That the statue whispered strange sounds at dawn – a greeting to Memnon’s mother, some said – only increased its mystique.


The phenomenon was easily explained: the seismic activity that had so badly damaged the statue’s twin had opened a chamber inside Memnon, which amplified the vibrations created when the dawn air was warmed by the sun. But whilst the acoustics of the statue were unknown to Suedius Clemens, he knew well enough the strange effects that seismic disturbances could have: on men and society. In around AD 75, he had been dispatched on a mission to Pompeii, a city that thirteen years earlier had been plunged into chaos by a devastating earthquake. There he had acted as an imperial judge, tasked with solving the city’s most pressing problems. And it is there, in the city beneath Vesuvius, that the only other inscriptions to mention him have been found, commemorating his contribution to the city.


It was late AD 79 when Suedius Clemens found himself in Luxor, and there would have been much on his mind. Only weeks earlier, on 24 August, the single greatest catastrophe to strike the Roman world had destroyed Pompeii.3 But our story of that city begins twenty-five years earlier, when the unexpected elevation to the imperial throne of a vibrant young man seemed to herald a bright new dawn. A papyrus document discovered in Egypt, bearing the date 17 November AD 54 captures the excitement of the moment: ‘The expectation and hope of all the world has been proclaimed Emperor; the good genius of the world and the beginning of all great and good things, Nero, has been proclaimed Caesar.’4





CHAPTER 1



Death of a Roman Knight


November AD 54


Decimus Lucretius Valens stretched out his frail body on the couch that his servants had positioned in the summer dining room at his request. From there he watched the last of the weak sunlight retreat behind the roofline of the courtyard, and felt the room grow cold. From the nearby street the sounds of the city could be heard as it went about its business: men returning home from the baths to prepare for dinner, shopkeepers sliding in the wooden slats to shut up their premises for the day, empty wagons trundling back out to the farms having delivered their produce.


On his own country estate, not far beyond the city walls, Valens’s slaves would be finishing their outdoor jobs for the day, scattering a last cartload of dung around the olive trees before going inside to charge the oil lamps. Afterwards they would begin their evening work of sharpening stakes and poles for the vines, repairing their tools and building hives for the bees. He wondered whether his own bees had supplied the wax from which his death mask had been sculpted the day before; he hoped so.


Valens was resolved that the coming night would see his release. Like the gladiators in the troupe that the Lucretius family owned, he would approach death unflinchingly. He had lived for more than sixty years and was reconciled to his end. When younger he had visited Lake Avernus, beyond Puteoli and the steaming Phlegraean Fields, where it was said the mouth of Hades opened. He remembered that it had not been far to travel, only a long day’s journey there and back.


His generation was nearly all gone now. How many were left in Pompeii who could remember the solemn procession that had carried the body of the great Emperor Augustus, founding father of the Empire, on its journey back from Nola to the capital? How many who had honoured its sacred freight during the hot hours of the day, when it had rested in the marble halls of the towns through which it passed? He remembered it well: the corpse of an old man, worn out by the strains of long service in public life; a body like his own.


No children of his blood still lived, but the Lucretius family name would continue. He had seen to that by adopting an eager young man from the Satrius family. The Satrii had been only too willing to forge a relationship with an ancient family of knights who had strong links with the imperial court. And his new son had already shown his qualities. He would do well, Valens was sure of that.


It was dark now and he felt tired. With his own passing and that of his contemporaries, the Pompeians would begin to forget the Divine Augustus and the austere ideals on which his Empire had been built. But it was too late for such thoughts. Valens was departing and Pompeii would have to find its way without him.


As soon as the Roman Knight Decimus Lucretius Valens passed on, the procedures for celebrating his life swung smoothly into operation: the executors of his will were summoned, the authorities notified, meetings of the appropriate official bodies convened. Their task was to prepare a pageant of public mourning. Valens’s wife, whose name we do not know, would have suppressed her grief in accordance with Roman society’s prohibition on the expression of private sentiment; to all appearances she would have accepted the whims of the goddess Fortuna without complaint. Her husband had provided for her needs, but her status now, with no surviving children, was far from secure: much would depend on the adopted heir.1


As the widow donned her dark robes of mourning, she might have worried about the young man from the Satrius family who had taken her husband’s name. Was he slightly too willing to take risks? A year or two earlier this Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens had made a bold statement of his political allegiances by becoming Pompeii’s priest of Nero: his flamen. It was now November. Some would have thought him foolhardy; others prescient. The young prince’s mother, Agrippina, aided by her allies – and in particular the boy’s tutors, the millionaire philosopher Seneca and the bluff soldier Burrus – had done everything possible to position him as the Emperor Claudius’s successor. An image of precocious maturity had been sculpted and Nero’s assumption of the toga virilis (marking the transition to adulthood), had been fast-tracked. This emphasis on the adulthood of the teenager was a key component of a strategy to sideline Claudius’s natural son, the young Britannicus. The two stepbrothers, divided by only a couple of years in age, had appeared side by side in public – their respective styles of dress designating one a man, the other a mere boy – and Nero had capitalised further on his adult status by marrying Brittanicus’s elder sister, his own stepsister, Octavia. It was a clever move, since it not only cemented Nero’s position within Claudius’s immediate family, but also symbolised the political union of two families who had contested the imperial throne for half a century.


In late AD 54 the years of preparation paid off. When, in October, Claudius died – at a suspiciously early age, with poisonous mushrooms the suspected cause, and rumour rife about how they had escaped detection by his food taster – the sixteen-year-old Nero was immediately proclaimed the inheritor of the imperial mantle. Britannicus was still alive, but with bribes securing the loyalty of the legions, Nero seemed unassailable. Yet, for all his apparent ascendancy, even in provincial Pompeii no one would have needed reminding how quickly the fortunes of those at the imperial court could change. After all, who could know what powerful supporters Brittanicus might eventually rally to his cause?2 And if Nero faltered in the coming months, the young Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens, now known to everyone as Nero’s flamen, would be dragged down with him and the family name tarnished.


The home of Decimus Lucretius Valens has been identified, with some reliability, just inside the eastern wall of the city in a surprisingly unostentatious location near the Sarno Gate. Situated on the city’s main thoroughfare – now known as the via dell’Abbondanza – and close to the amphitheatre where the Lucretii are known to have sponsored games involving their own gladiators, the family house is almost as far as it could be from the commercial and political heart of Pompeii in and around the forum (see Plate 9). There, the rebuilding during the great Augustan age at the end of the first century BC had created a grand public space with porticos, temples, administrative buildings and market facilities. Although a little narrow relative to its length, as a result of the constraints of older buildings on either side, it conformed almost exactly to the ideal laid down by the architectural writer Vitruvius. It would seem reasonable to expect the houses of the city’s leading figures to have congregated around such a space but, for the Lucretii and others like them, the hubbub of the city was only one part of their existence.


A recent excavation in Scafati, the suburb of modern Pompeii close to which the ancient city lies, has revealed that the Lucretii also owned a substantial country villa, and it holds the key to why Valens needed to adopt an heir. Sixty metres from the main structure, in a magnificent garden laid out to evoke the idyllic landscape of Elysium, the Roman Paradise, stands the family tomb: a small house itself, complete with doors, a roof and an altar. Inside the enclosure, a series of stones carved in the shape of human heads and bearing inscriptions mark the position of the funeral urns, beside which are small funnels that allowed libations to be poured down to sustain the deceased below. Known as columellae, these stones offer an insight into the lives and fates of four generations of the Lucretius family, including Valens’s two known children, a son and a daughter, who died in childhood.3


Perhaps, on his regular visits to the forum, the grieving Valens had watched with envy as Satrius and his healthy sons carried out their business before retiring to their grand house – the largest within the city’s walls – that was set just one block to the north of the Temple of Jupiter. Now called the House of the Faun after an especially fine bronze statue of a dancing satyr that was discovered on a pedestal in the atrium hall, and that may have been intended as a visual pun on the name ‘Satrius’, it is a conspicuously impressive building. Like many Pompeian houses, it has shops on either side, but nothing detracts from the elegance of the pilasters that flank the high, wide jaws of the entrance, as though alerting the visitor to stand tall. Once inside, two consecutive peristyle courtyards can be seen stretching off into the distance, offering a pleasing play of perspective into the private depths of the house, that could have been concealed by screens and curtains as the occasion required.


This was the home of a family who had commanded the respect of the community for a long time, even before Roman rule, and were accustomed to holding important civic positions. With its fine decoration and exquisite mosaics that had been carefully restored, rather than simply replaced, on a number of occasions since they were first installed, the building oozed the values of old money. But at the beginning of the first century BC, conflict with Rome had shaken the assured outlook of its indigenous Oscan-speaking inhabitants and many old families had never quite recovered their prestige.


The watershed for the Satrii and their like had come in 80 BC when the troops of the Roman dictator Lucius Cornelius Sulla had entered the territories of the cities supposedly allied to Rome to quell their rebellious demands for more equal rights with their dominant neighbour. Even then, the Oscan-speaking city was past its heyday, but the inhabitants were proud of their heritage. The greatest houses had been built during the second century BC and their spectacular architecture was a reminder of the Greek civilisation that had once ruled Campania, while the traditions of the Samnite race were also strong in the area. When all the cities in the region had succumbed to Sulla’s army, Pompeii was left as the sole irritant, holding out against siege. Following their final defeat, Pompeii’s citizens were to pay heavily for their pride. Sulla had to make good on the promise he had made to his troops, by rewarding them with land and property to which they could retire and begin their civilian lives. And what better way to find it than by ousting from their homes those who had dared answer back to Rome? Pompeii’s transformation into Sulla’s ‘Colony of Venus’ – the Colonia Cornelia Veneria Pompeianorum – saw the imposition on the region of an entire legion of probably four to five thousand men, all of whom demanded at least enough land to yield a living, and far more for the higher ranks. In some cases they even brought families with them, and the city found itself flooded with new inhabitants.


It was a traumatic period for the natives. The Roman veterans presented a profound culture shock: battle-hardened by long years of service, the old soldiers were better entertained by a gladiator’s dance of death than by the refined pleasures of the theatre. The imposition of their political traditions caused even greater resentment, according to Cicero. And that was before they embarked on their building programme: a capacious amphitheatre, a redesigned forum and a second small theatre for music or rhetoric competitions, all of which were paid for by incomers whose vast funds had most likely been expropriated from their new neighbours.4


It is difficult to trace the fortunes of the native families during this period, some of whom were clearly reduced from wealth to destitution without leaving any tangible trace of their fall. However, whilst relatively few of these earlier family names appear in the records of political life in the city’s latter years, this does not necessarily mean that their descendants were not active. It seems that many families changed their names in order to ingratiate themselves with their new rulers. The Satrii were known throughout Campania as the Suttii before this time, and there are numerous other examples of such Romanisation: Numistreii becoming Numistrii; Luccaeia, Luccia; Lassaei, Lassii. The differences seem subtle, but to contemporaries these were bold statements that appear to have brought clear advantages. In those families with two branches, the one that opted to camouflage itself with a more Romanised name is consistently seen to have been the more successful.5


As the initial impact of the changes diminished, however, even those native families less inclined to seek a rapprochement might have been able to claw their way back up the social ladder, parleying their native know-how into profit and buying land back on the cheap from veterans who found a farmer’s life too much like hard work. As their wealth returned to them, so did their political power. In an inscription on the seating of the amphitheatre, the unmistakably native name of Istacidius Cilix is listed as a town magistrate alongside his Roman colleagues. Elsewhere there is evidence of intermarriage between native and Roman families: Lassii marrying Clodii, Epidii marrying Lucretii. From the moment the colony was established, all children born in Pompeii would have been citizens of Rome merely as members of the Menenia tribe, the archaic and now administrative grouping that encompassed most Campanians. For all the deficits experienced by the native population, there was also a dawning sense of belonging within the Roman state, with all the privileges and guarantees of protection that entailed.


By the time the young man from the Satrius family was adopted by Decimus Lucretius Valens, his family home would have received an addition to its grand entrance: a mosaic that offered a welcome not in Oscan but in Latin: ‘HAVE’. It was a sign of how far things had come in a century: the young man who could claim an ancestry that was deeply rooted in the soil of Campania would have had no trouble in declaring himself a Roman. But some things mattered even more than being a citizen of the greatest empire in the known world. For whatever national allegiance Satrius Valens professed, it was the very particular character of the ground beneath his feet in Pompeii that would ultimately have the most profound influence on his life.


When the first inhabitants of Pompeii chose to build their settlement on the strategic escarpment at the mouth of the River Sarno, during the Bronze Age at the latest, it would not have occurred to them that the escarpment on which they stood had been created long before by a fiery outpouring of lava from the seemingly benign mountain that loomed above. Vesuvius and the surrounding area had been one of the most important agricultural centres of the Italian peninsula for centuries before AD 54: famously fertile and verdant, the slopes of the mountain itself were planted with vines and olive groves and said to be a favourite haunt of the god of wine, Bacchus. But for the attentive etymologist, the fiery origins of Pompeii were hidden in the city’s name. In summing up the folklore of the area some centuries later, the writer Servius would describe how the word ‘Pompeii’ celebrated the triumphant procession or pumpe of Herakles after he had driven out the giants from Campania.6


According to legend, the last of Herakles’ Ten Labours required the hero to steal the red cattle of the monstrous winged giant Geryon, and drive them back to Greece. Tradition placed Geryon’s abode in what is now Spain, while Campania was the place where Herakles was forced to break his return journey and lock up the cattle while he attended to more pressing business. For amidst a landscape wracked by fire, the race of giants (‘sons of the earth, by reason of the vast bulk of their bodies’, according to the geographer Strabo) were waging war on the gods, and the giants held the upper hand. Only by his personal intervention could Herakles turn the tables and force the Giants back into their fiery vaults underground.7


Herakles gave his own name to Heraklein, or Herculaneum, the town that would be twinned for ever with Pompeii in its tragic destiny. Nearby, the coastal resort of Baiae, where the Roman rich holidayed alongside the imperial family and enjoyed the healing waters, was said by some to derive its name from the Greek for cattle-pen. North of Baiae were the Phlegraean Fields, a lunar landscape pitted with vast craters, where the volcanic activity beneath had caused sections of land to collapse. Strabo dramatically warned his readers that these blazing lands ‘full of sulphur and fire and hot springs’ were ‘the thunderbolt-wounds of the fallen giants that give out such streams of fire and water’.8


The Romans lived in a world suffused with myth and ritual that had evolved over centuries. The gods that the citizens of Pompeii worshipped with regular sacrifices were conceived of as being not intrinsically different from the men and women who attended the ceremonies. Having once existed on the familiar physical plane, alongside the generation of men that preceded the heroes who fought in the Trojan War, these super-beings of a bygone age now dwelt somewhere apart from humankind but were still amenable to its bribes and entreaties. References to them abound throughout Pompeii, both in decorative form, in the wall paintings of houses, and in the passionate imprecations or curses that can be read in graffiti on the walls of the city. How earnestly the citizens of Pompeii invested in the power of the gods – how truly they believed that the fabric of their own reality was interwoven with the threads of destiny or divine caprice – it is impossible to know. But the pervasive presence in Pompeii of shrines at which to honour or placate deities, or to ask for intercession, suggests that the gods informed every aspect of the existence of its inhabitants.


To modern eyes, the full strangeness of this worldview is hard to fathom, especially for those more familiar with a monotheistic or even secular culture. Everything from the threshold of a building to the different stages of childbirth was ritualised with its own presiding god, while the spirits of such abstractions as family and place were also accorded a significance unimaginable to a mind unaccustomed to animistic modes of thought. Patterns of bird flight and the composition of an animal’s internal organs held secret meanings that could only be interpreted by enlightened specialists. Like a society in the collective grip of some obsessive-compulsive disorder, afraid of stepping on the cracks in the pavement, every point of contact with the divine was governed by precise and immutable rules.


When Romulus had founded Rome – or so the story went – he had yoked a bull and a cow to a plough fitted with a bronze blade and drawn a deep furrow around the space that the city was to occupy, raising the ploughshare from the ground to mark each gate. From then on, Rome and later her colonies were defined by the pomerium: the sacred buffer zone that encircled the controlled urban environment with a barrier against all malign and anarchic forces, particularly the spirits of the dead. With even the emperors buried in great mausolea beyond the pomerium of Rome, there could be no exceptions: the dead were kept alive within the city through commemoration in public statues and domestic shrines, but the active presence of their spirits was definitely undesirable.9


Diogenes had known that something like this would come up just when he had half a dozen other burials and a slave crucifixion already backed up. The funeral of a big man, a knight no less, a high-profile personage. The messenger who was sent out of the city by the executors of Decimus Lucretius Valens made no apologies: the law laid down that, in a case like this, the undertaker must drop everything. For every other order missed, he’d be obliged to pay double his own quoted price for someone else to step in and finish the job. But did they care?


As he and his assistants trudged the path around the northern walls of the city, the caps of their trade set squarely on their heads, Diogenes felt little but weary resentment. Why must he take this circuitous route rather than the shortest path to Lucretius’s house, the one that led through the paved streets of the city? The Romans made little sense to him. Their foolish rules forced him to live outside the walls as if his mere presence could pollute their dreams. He was even forced to bathe in the cold morning water, with only the crippled and diseased for company. It was many years since he had arrived from Asia Minor as a slave and he had since won his freedom, but still such pettiness infuriated him.


On his arrival at the Valens household, Diogenes found the heavy doors closed and bushy sprigs of pine already nailed to them to declare the presence of the dead. Mournful music filled the scented gloom of the atrium, where the floor was piled with baskets of fruits and wreaths of flowers. Diogenes directed his men to arrange the decorative tributes around the couch on which the dead man rested. The honoured Valens would have to lie here for the next day or two while his friends and clients visited to pay their respects. Diogenes applied all the tricks at his disposal to keep the body supple and delay the onset of necrosis. Before he had finished his work, the atrium began to fill with members of the household. Among them was a row of slaves due to be freed under the dead man’s will, their hats designating their new status. They would hold a vigil over the body for as long as it remained in the house.


Before long, a young man appeared, bearing himself with a slight swagger: Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens. With a performance of piety before the family he would soon lead, the dead man’s heir opened a series of cupboards to reveal in each the weird semblance of a face. These uncannily lifelike replicas of dead ancestors were sculpted in a yellow-skinned wax that had been stained to still greater strangeness by the thick smoke of the oil lamps, in which they had been steeped over the years. Though the undertaker had witnessed such masks many times before, they still unnerved him: he was instructed that his task was to dispose of the dead safely beyond the walls, yet at moments like this it was as though they had returned.


The elite of the Roman world was unique among ancient cultures in preserving vivid likenesses of those members of their family who had achieved political office. Yet much about these ancestor masks remains uncertain: whether they were made when the individual portrayed first won political office, whether they were updated to mark later achievements, and when they joined those older masks of antecedents as a focus of domestic pride. It seems likely though that they were kept at home. In the atrium, probably in small cupboards such as are depicted in carvings on certain tombs, and from which they could be removed at important junctures in the life of the family – to be closer, for example, to the infant newly born into the family, or to the young man celebrating his entry to adulthood, or to the body of the dead descendant whose spirit was soon to join them. It seems too that the artists who created them strove for a high degree of verisimilitude so that the appearance of past generations at the key rites of passage in an individual’s life would make a very immediate and startling impression.


The physical evidence for perishable wax masks is inevitably elusive, but a wax bust with glass eyes from the city of Cumae, fifty or so miles to the north of Pompeii, though not itself an ancestor mask of this type, demonstrates the lifelike results that the sculptural technique could produce.10 Pliny the Elder even goes so far as to insist that these masks were the most characteristic form of portraiture in Roman culture. Such likenesses of noble men in whose faces was written a strength of moral character would challenge future generations to live up to their standards. Pliny regretted that, by the time he was writing, shortly before the eruption of Vesuvius, the tradition of the wax mask was beginning to wane, usurped by alternative modes of commemoration from Greece. He was probably referring to the kind of bronze or marble busts that did withstand the heat of Vesuvius, and still survive as a vivid record of many Pompeian faces, sadly in most cases now nameless.


Nothing was more important to a member of the Roman elite than to possess a family name whose noble lineage was publicly acknowledged and which would be perpetuated through worthy children. From the grandiloquent family tombs that lauded the inhabitants’ achievements, to the inscriptions on public buildings that stood as a memorial to their benefactors’ generosity, or the public statues like that which was erected to Decimus Lucretius Valens in celebration of his status as a Roman knight or eques: all served to advertise a family’s past achievements and to recollect the traditional virtues to which they would be expected to adhere. It was by such custom and ritual that a fundamentally conservative society controlled and limited change. Yet in one key respect Roman society was also strikingly dynamic: in the freeing of slaves to become citizens.


The Roman Empire is alone among all the slave societies that have existed, in that significant numbers of those it imported in chains would eventually earn their freedom and become citizens. Although slaves were denied all rights, including over their own bodies, they could nevertheless aspire ultimately to be freed and to establish a family. They might, in due course, take pride in their own lineage in just the same way as their masters had.


On being freed, a slave took the first two parts of his master’s three names as his own. We know, for example, of a Decimus Lucretius Stephanicus, who had almost certainly been a slave of Decimus Lucretius Valens known merely as Stephanicus before being freed.11 It was the freed slave’s continued identification with their master and his family, along with the opportunity both to borrow funds and share in a network of contacts, which provided them with the platform to become such a formidable force within the economy. However, a family would have freed only their most dutiful, loyal and reliable slaves. It would have been inconceivable to let men and women who bore the precious family name loose in the world unless there was considerable confidence that they would not bring it into disrepute. The names of successful families were the Roman equivalent of commercial ‘brands’ and were guarded as jealously as the image rights of contemporary celebrities.12


Concerns over the effect of mass manumission, and the erosion of traditional values that the influx of a new alien component in society might bring about, had been expressed since at least the time of Cicero, a century before the accession of Nero as emperor. Displays of liberality in releasing large numbers of slaves had come to be seen as self-indulgent, a kind of luxuria to be ranked alongside gluttony and effeminacy. With this in mind, in 2 BC, as part of the all-encompassing programme of national renewal to which he devoted his life, Augustus had enacted legislation to impose strict limits on the number of slaves who could be freed in a will, both in absolute terms and as a proportion of the entire slave household, along with guidance about the suitability of candidates. The flood-gates were to be kept firmly shut while even the steady stream that was allowed to flow was carefully monitored. Augustus also introduced measures to provide an incentive to good behaviour and make the world of freedmen to some extent self-policing.


With the death of the Emperor Claudius, the freedmen of Pompeii would have been concerned that difficult times lay ahead. Claudius had been notoriously reliant on freedmen advisors and his powerful wife Agrippina had gone so far as to trick his favourite freedman, Narcissus, into exile with promises of a cure for gout. On the death of her husband, she had quickly ensured that Narcissus would never return by sending troops to his Campanian retreat to demand that he commit suicide. His untimely death would have struck a worrying chord with imperial freedmen such as Julius Phillipus or Claudius Verus, who had settled in Pompeii, as well as with those such as Quintus Coelius Caltilius Iustus, who was the son of a freedman new to Pompeii and had been adopted by a member of the elite to erase the taint of his birth.


Their fears, however, were unfounded. Despite proposed legislation that freed slaves should wear a special uniform and be reenslaved if they showed insufficient respect for their masters, the following fifteen years of Nero’s reign would show that freedmen probably had less cause for anxiety than the aristocracy. The needs of both the economy and the body politic for fresh blood ensured that there were many opportunities available to them, while the treasury also benefited from the handsome fees paid by freedmen on their admission into those official associations that afforded them status. Although a freedman was barred from being elected to the town council, nothing prevented his son from standing and so, from the moment of a slave’s manumission, the slow but steady process began of his integration into Roman society as a citizen.


This social fluidity seems surprising, given the Romans’ core ideal of continuity through a family line, as symbolised by the pervasive cult of ancestors. Yet it is explained by a number of simple factors: the financial qualifications necessary to stand for public office, which the struggling elite sometimes failed to meet; Roman laws of inheritance that stipulated the equal division of property between all children, male and female alike; and high levels of infant mortality. The impossibility of balancing these considerations, so unpredictable and so stringent, led to an unexpectedly high rate of adoption, as was the case amongst the elite of Pompeii.


Aiming for the ideal of one surviving male child who could inherit an estate in its entirety, the elite limited the size of their families; but in so doing they risked the loss of all of their children from the diseases of infancy, to which the high number of child tombs around Pompeii and other Roman cities bears painful testimony. It was precisely this issue that caught out Decimus Lucretius Valens. He was not alone in his dilemma – alongside the twenty or more sons of freedmen who held places on the hundred-strong town council of decurions during the years before the eruption of Vesuvius we are also aware of more than twenty adoptive sons who helped to fill the seats.


Three days had passed since Licinius Romanus had received news of the death of Decimus Lucretius Valens. But now, as he headed to the forum for a meeting of the city council, he was ashamed to find himself musing not on the great man’s past, as he should during the period of mourning, but on his own future. Sometimes he felt awed simply to be allowed to attend, listening to his elders, learning the form. But then he watched his companions – young men from backgrounds not unlike his own, sons of freedmen quite new to the city; confident men like Julius Polybius and Claudius Verus – they showed respect but no fear. Even for those not yet allowed to speak there was no doubt that public office would beckon before long.


Romanus had arrived early, some time before the third hour, when the council was due to begin its extraordinary session, at which it would vote an official donation towards the cost of Decimus Lucretius Valens’s funeral and memorial. Romanus’s knowledge of families like the Lucretii was already well developed: wandering in the forum, he had often read the inscriptions beneath the statues of equestrian figures that declared the eminence of members of the Lucretii as Roman knights. Men who could claim such status boasted a personal wealth at least four times greater than the hundred thousand sesterces that he had managed to scrape together to qualify for admission to the council chamber.


But while it sometimes seemed to him that he would never join the true elite of Pompeii, some men offered a more encouraging vision of what was possible. Gnaeus Alleius Nigidius Maius, for example, who had been adopted as an adult into the wealthy trading family of Alleius Nobilis. Unlike the Lucretii, the Alleii might not be old money, but Maius had forged a political career at least as impressive as the adoptive son of Decimus Lucretius Valens.


As Romanus pondered the careers of the two men, a rainstorm swept towards Pompeii from the range of mountains a few miles inland. Beneath the downpour the streets cleared of citizens. As the council members crowded under the portico outside the curia building where they were to hold their meeting, Romanus stayed close to Quintus Coelius Caltilius Iustus. Although the son of a freedman new to Pompeii, Iustus had been adopted by an important family, and the previous year he had served as a senior magistrate. A good role model, perhaps he might give Romanus some advice.


Elsewhere in the city the society of freedmen named the Augustales had decided to erect a statue to Valens’s memory, while another group had agreed to fund a set of bas-reliefs for the tomb, engraved with symbols of his position.


To those who passed the Lucretii house early on the morning of the funeral, a strange cacophony would have been audible: the mingled sounds of musicians testing their instruments, paid wailers warming up their vocal chords to the requisite pitch of grief, dancers practising their moves, and actors – recruited from friends, family and the professional stage – running through their last rehearsals of the ticks and idiosyncracies of the family ancestors whom they were to impersonate.13


For the sleepy neighbour, stretching outside his front door, forgetful of the day’s significance, the first appearance of the funeral party from the entrance of the house would have caused a sudden jolt into wakefulness. Foremost among the wax masks worn by the actors was that of Decimus himself, to all appearances alive again and accompanying his corpse on its last journey. Behind the actors, the household would have lined up, the newly manumitted slaves appearing for the first time as free citizens to advertise Decimus’s generosity with their expressions of grief-stricken gratitude. And then at last, the appearance of Decimus’s corpse, and the procession could begin its slow passage west down the long decumanus major towards the forum.


Custom dictated that the body of Decimus be exposed to view for the duration of the procession, formally dressed and arranged by the undertaker’s craft in an elegant and lifelike pose. Perhaps it was made to recline on one elbow as though for dining – as is sometimes depicted on tomb carvings – or else was propped in a seated position ready to receive the encomiums that would be declaimed in front of the assembled mourners when the cortège finally reached the forum. The funeral of such a distinguished man was sure to have drawn crowds – those attracted by the spectacle as well as the many clients who owed a debt of gratitude to Valens for the generosity he had shown them during his life. Responsibility for them would now fall to his heir.


Those who lived in the west of the city would most likely have made directly for the forum to await the arrival of the procession, but the route taken would have allowed the majority of mourners to fall in along the way without making any great detour from their homes, tributary trickles of citizens flowing from the side streets that emerged between the blocks of buildings at intervals of forty or fifty metres. In Pompeii, there was none of the clustering of elite dwellings that was to be found in Rome a century earlier – nor any evidence of the kind of gated communities into which the fearful elite of the twenty-first prefer to retreat – but rather shops and taverns and workshops, wrapped in the skirts of grandiose town houses with tiny apartments nestling above. And so, at every point where the procession swelled, it would have been with a mixture of faces from all social ranks, from the highest to the very lowest, though hierarchy would quickly have asserted itself as the mourners took up their proper places in the parade.


First to join the procession would have been the household of Decimus’s heir, who, following his adoption, had taken up residence in a house across the street from the Lucretii family, of which he was now head. Tenant farmers and villa owners from beyond the eastern Sarno gate would have come early too, gathering at the point of departure, together with those who lived in the easternmost corner of the city near the amphitheatre and the huge exercise ground known as the palaestrum grande. Lucretius’s gladiators might also have congregated here, had they been lodging in the tavern down by the Nuceria gate that they were known to frequent, rather than the barracks behind the theatre in the west of the city where they were housed at the time of the eruption. They would have known to hang back in the rightful place for infames – those deemed unsavoury by polite society.


Next, from houses on the right-hand side of the street, the families of two future magistrates might have appeared: first, that of Trebius Valens, at this time no more than a child led by the hand; then the family of Julii freedmen, the young Julius Polybius, accompanied by Julius Phillipus, who was either his father or elder brother. From the streets to the left, the households of the grand families, the Ceii and the Poppaei would have trooped out, their houses set one block back from the main street. And then a little further on, from a doorway on the left that led to what was, at that time, a modest house with a single courtyard, Lucius Popidius Ampliatus might have emerged, though for all we know he might not even have taken up residence in the property yet. Over the next few years, he would expand it into something truly palatial.14


Having walked about a quarter of a mile, the cortège would have arrived at a breakwater where the main street was crossed by the other great thoroughfare, today known as the via di Stabia. It traversed the city on a perpendicular axis between what are now known as the Vesuvius and Stabian Gates.15 On the far side of the high kerbstones designed to block the route to wheeled vehicles, an imposing structure rose, the nature of which is still debated. Known as the Arch of Holconius after the man whose statue was set up next to it, the structure was probably built by him to commemorate an action of the Emperor Augustus.16 However, expert technical opinion now considers the four piers that remain to be too thin to have supported arches big enough to span the distance between them. Arch or not, the monument marked the beginning of the ceremonial area that, a hundred metres further on, opened out into the forum; between here and there no bars were found and the private houses, belonging to such esteemed families as the Epidii and Cornelii, possessed a greater grandeur.


Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens would have had much to ponder as he took his place in the forum, facing the crowds who had come to honour the man he had acknowledged as father for such a short time but all of whose hopes now rested on his shoulders. It is not possible to be sure of his age at that moment, though to gauge by the date when his own son stood for election to the lower magistracy, he was probably already in his late twenties.


To be the flamen of Nero at such a time would surely have seemed to most in Pompeii like an enviable position. Nero had marked his accession by declaring that he intended to rule by the same principles as had guided his great great-grandfather Augustus, who had demanded pietas – a respect for the proper order of things, both within this world and between man and the gods. To many, the beginning of Nero’s reign heralded a possible return to a lost Golden Age.


Like Nero, Augustus had been extraordinarily precocious in his political ascent. Only twenty-one (and still known as Octavian) when he had avenged the murder of his adoptive father, Julius Caesar, at the battle of Philippi, he was barely thirty-two when he defeated his erstwhile comrade-in-arms Mark Antony, and his Eastern consort Cleopatra, and claimed Egypt for a unified Roman Empire. Assuming unprecedented power after decades of social disruption, Octavian’s determined project to restore Rome’s greatness had been underwritten by a fiercely conservative ideology of moral austerity and dutiful devotion: to the state, and ultimately to the emperor. And that figurehead, the embodiment of the high ideals, was Octavian himself, recast in 27 BC as something more than a man and bearing the name Augustus, that had previously been an epithet applied only to the gods (Plate 5a).


But, while the buildings of the forum that surrounded the mourners at Valens’s funeral would have been charged with the ideology of Augustus – the shining marble and painted gold of their facades proclaiming the enduring theme of moral and religious renewal, the endless shrines and statues celebrating his divinity – the heart of the city also held warnings of how quickly hope could sour.


Had Valens craned his neck to check the time on the sundial in the courtyard of Apollo’s temple, he might have remembered that its donor had been an associate of the same Marcus Holconius Rufus whose statue stood next to the ‘arch’. This Rufus, along with an ancestor of Valens’s adoptive family called Decidianus Lucretius Rufus, had been one of the torchbearers for Augustus’s reforms in Pompeii; together with Gaius Egnatius Postumus, he had remodelled the entire precinct of Apollo at his own expense as well as refurbishing the city’s main theatre. Pompeii owed him much and it paid its dues. In addition to the statues it erected, it ensured that his son inherited the position of Augustus’s flamen on his death. But when the leader of the Holconii family in the following generation chose badly and associated himself too closely with the Emperor Caligula, the reaction was ruthless. Following Caligula’s fall, no member of the Holconii family would hold office for almost forty years.


The parallels between the early reign of Caligula and the situation in AD 54 were uncomfortably close, though perhaps more apparent with the benefit of hindsight. Caligula had been Nero’s uncle, and his accession had also been met with the acclaim of the masses; like Nero, Caligula had been a young man who could rely for his early popularity on the Roman enthusiasm for glittering youth. For all Nero’s fine words now, who could yet say whether he would ultimately follow in the footsteps of Augustus or Caligula?


It was a good day for a funeral. The rain had cleared and the forum was freshly festooned with garlands for the forthcoming festival of Jupiter, behind whose temple rose the mountain of Vesuvius. Surveying the crowds of mourners, Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens was confident that his time had truly come. The temples and market halls on the west side of the forum reminded him of Rome, their very shape and function inspired by the buildings in the great forum of the capital, their shrines and altars so often devoted to Augustus and his descendants. And now, Valens was the representative of Rome in Pompeii; the new emperor’s most favoured figure.


He was proud of the funeral arrangements. No expense had been spared. Two thousand sesterces had been donated towards the perfumes alone, almost all of which would have gone up to the heavens in sweet smoke by the time the ninth day was over. Unlike the simple tastes of his own Satrii ancestors, and of those other old families of the city who took pride in their modest burial plots, this Lucretius would lie under the finest marble. His tomb would be tasteful, though, unlike the ludicrous palaces that freedmen were now erecting for the afterlife. There had been sumptuary laws passed to curtail such excess, but they were having little effect. Perhaps Nero would enforce a new austerity to match that of Augustus.


Other magistrates had spoken and now the moment had come for the eulogy. A wave of stillness spread over the forum. The impersonated ancestors stopped their tomfoolery and sat motionless in their ivory curule chairs. When Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens stepped forward he suddenly felt the piercing gaze of their eyes – the eyes not of the actors, but of the men whose line he was pledged to continue. Not until the masks had been returned to their cupboards, the family had been purged with fire and water, and the house finally swept and purified with roasted salt and spelt, would he be free of their judgement. Bracing himself, he began to speak.
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During the four hundred years between the beginning of the second century BC and end of the second century AD, sea-borne trade in the Mediterranean reached a peak of activity that would not be seen again for more than a millennium. And the exuberant years of the early Roman Empire placed those living in Campania firmly at the centre of one of the greatest economic booms the world has ever seen. The piracy that had plagued the previous century had been extirpated and the sea lanes were clear; any appetite, however exotic, could it seemed be satisfied. As the contemporary scholar Pliny the Elder wrote, ‘Everyone is aware that as a result of the world being united under the majesty of Roman rule, life has improved thanks to trade and the shared blessings of peace,’ while Juvenal robustly asserted that it seemed as though, during his lifetime, there were more men to be found aboard ship than on dry land. To those enjoying the fruits of empire, Juvenal’s satirical observation would hardly have seemed an overstatement.


When Augustus died in AD 14, the greatest prize in the Hellenic East had been firmly in Rome’s possession for forty years. The acquisition of Egypt, with its vast expanses of cereal cultivation and wealth of natural resources, was the culmination of the ambition that had powered Rome since its first emergence as a Mediterranean power, three hundred years previously. In the intervening centuries, Rome had ruthlessly engaged its rivals, one after another, defeating them in battle, usurping their trading satellites and lesser allies, and assimilating their culture and religion to its own. The defining victory in its early years of expansion – that which made the other Mediterranean powers recognise the threat to their position – had been over Carthage: Hannibal’s home and the pre-eminent maritime power in the western Mediterranean.


Beaten repeatedly in a series of life-or-death struggles with a resilient Rome in the following sixty years, Carthage’s final defeat in 146 BC saw the city of Queen Dido razed cruelly to the ground, only to be rebuilt by its conquerors a century later as a trading partner – early Rome clearly recognised where her real interests lay. By Nero’s day, Carthage’s vanquished military might was best commemorated in the elephants – Hannibal’s weapon of terror – that were now kept for ceremonial purposes by Rome’s emperors (see Plate 5e).


Barely pausing for breath, Rome had moved next to confront and occupy Macedonia, with whom wars had flared up intermittently in the preceding decades. No longer the power it had once been under Alexander, the territories he had conquered, including Egypt, had long since been dispersed between his generals’ heirs and their successors. Yet Rome’s wholesale plunder of the country’s wealth allowed the lifting of almost all taxes on its own citizens. It was a privilege that would be maintained for centuries, and attentively guarded by its beneficiaries, as the Roman Republic’s expansion continued relentlessly. By the mid-second century BC, further success in the southern Balkans, following the defeat of Corinth, offered up the great civilisation of Greece as the victor’s spoils. By now there could be no doubt that Rome was both insatiable and irresistible.


Yet while military adventurism had played an essential part in expanding Rome’s territorial holdings, by the first century AD it was the nation’s mercantile and technological enterprise that best characterised its empire. The occasional conquest of new territories would continue to bring a windfall of booty and slaves, but it was increasingly clear that only by exercising administrative control over trade could Rome sustain her dominance and satisfy the expectations of those lucky enough to call themselves its citizens.


To meet Rome’s costs, tax was levied on everything in Egypt from baths to dykes, from salt and oil to the sale of animals. Land taxes and poll taxes raised millions of sesterces every year for the coffers of the Roman treasury, while the larger part of the revenue was paid directly in kind from the abundant wheat fields of the Nile. It was a bonanza that held out the promise of an end to shortages in Rome, and of what had been endemic popular unrest, always assuming that the logistical challenge of the wheat’s transportation could be mastered. But nothing was beyond the ingenuity and commitment of the nation that now referred to the Mediterranean possessively as mare nostrum – ‘our sea’.


Enormous freighters were built, known as ‘firs’ and ‘pines’ after the great trees that were lopped down to make keels and masts. Their hulls were coated in a coloured encaustic sealant to keep the water out but also to help them slip through the water.1 Even so, the journey of between fifty and seventy days from Alexandria to Puteoli in the teeth of powerful winds was a long slog for the grain fleet, while the smaller ships that valued the security offered by their larger cousins strained to keep up with the convoy. On the return leg, though, with the wind behind them, the skippers were said to ‘drive [their ships] like racehorses’. Seized with the competitive spirit, a thousand nautical miles could be covered in nine days, at speeds averaging over four and a half knots; a hard life for those manning the rigging.2


However, the risks were great, with the seas declared impassable from the eleventh of November to the tenth of March and dangerous for almost two months on either side. Wise heads advised against investment in trade. But for many, the profits that might be accrued were impossible to resist. The appetite for wealth that drove men to hazard their lives and investment on the uncertain seas had made Campania, and in particular the great port of Puteoli – only a few miles north of Pompeii around the sparkling Bay of Naples – a powerhouse of the Roman economy.


From the second century BC onwards, Roman construction techniques had been revolutionised by the discovery of the special properties of the volcanic ash known as pozzolana, or ‘Puteoli sand’. Turning his attention briefly from the layout of cities and design of buildings to the nitty-gritty of practical construction, the architectural theorist Vitruvius had enthused, ‘There is a naturally occurring powder that produces remarkable results. It is found … in the territories of the municipalities that surround Mount Vesuvius. When mixed with lime and gravel it produces a strong building material, especially useful for piers built out to sea, as the mixture hardens even under water.’


The superlative results that could be achieved with the magical cement can be seen on the exquisite spherical glass flasks that were blown in Puteoli for sale as souvenirs to travellers returning home to distant lands. Etched with panoramas of the quayside, they show a series of monumental moles that formed a breakwater through which ships passed to safe harbourage.3 Though found only in Central Italy, the pozzolana was easily transported as ballast in ships for use all around the Mediterranean; wherever it was used, the merchant’s life was made easier and more efficient, and the risk to his ships in harbour reduced.


The bloated sacks of grain that burly stevedores stooped to carry from the holds of the Alexandrian fleet, down gangplanks onto the quays and then on into the warehouses of Campania, had underwritten the credibility of Augustus as he progressed his plans. And they also kept his successors largely untroubled by the popular unrest that had unsettled the Republic before. By the time of Nero, Rome’s legions and traders were firmly established around the entire Mediterranean, with the conquered lands administered, for the most part, as provinces under the authority of a governor who was appointed centrally by the senate or Emperor.


In many respects, though, the real power rested with the communities who managed the routine aspects of business and shipping on a day-to-day basis. Trade was the binding force of the Empire, but it was the small cities of that Empire – those, alike, in Libya or Spain or provincial Italy but especially those on the coastlines – that provided the building blocks. In each, a city council enforced the law and kept order within their own communities. But whilst the authority was Roman, the language, culture and religion were at least as likely to be Greek.


From the islands and mainland of Greece itself, through Asia Minor to Egypt, Sicily and the south of Italy, the vestiges of the older civilisation still permeated everyday life. But they were not simply the mute remains of a dead culture that had once thrived on the shores of the Italian peninsula, and left behind settlements such as Paestum in the region just to the south of Pompeii known as Magna Graecia. Greece continued to be a living influence. Sculptures and paintings that were looted from the palaces of Greece provided the model for endless reproductions and set the agenda for Roman art far into the future, while her gods had long ago become those of Rome under other names.


Arriving off the coast of Campania, the master of a ship from far afield could have navigated by reference to places whose names were suffused with the maritime folklore of the ancient Hellenic Mediterranean: the island of Capri, where the Sirens sang out their fateful song; Baiae, which was said – by those who rejected the tale of Herakles leaving the bounty of his raid on Geryon in its ‘cattle pens’ – to take its name from a member of Odysseus’s crew. Yet for the Roman of the first century AD, it would have been quint-essentially Roman imagery drawn from Virgil’s epic the Aeneid that now dominated; the ubiquity of scenes from this piece of Augustan propaganda that were painted on Pompeii’s walls shows just how engrained in the Roman psyche it had become. Now, when bringing his ship into harbour, the mariner could have looked for the great naval port of Misenum, at the very northern tip of the Bay of Naples, where Aeneas’s eponymous trumpeter was supposedly buried.


Augustus’s determination to fuse the social revolution he had wrought and the very idea of empire into the Roman sense of identity had prompted Publius Vergilius Maro to rewrite Rome’s origins in the form of an epic foundation myth. His long poem the Aeneid drew together the disparate strands of Roman mythology for the first time, to demonstrate how, in the person of Augustus, a golden age of empire had dawned that was predestined from the moment Aeneas fled the sack of Troy, bearing his father Anchises on his shoulders. The message of the Aeneid was unmistakable. All the testing times of Rome’s history had been mere preparation for the moment when Augustus, who could claim a direct line of ancestry to Aeneas and his divine mother Venus, ascended the imperial throne. Virgil’s improbable tale was seized upon enthusiastically by those hungry to believe that, finally, times were changing for the better.





CHAPTER 2



Seven Weeks from Egypt


March AD 56


The mariners of the Europa cried out in delight as they rounded the headland of the Sorrentine peninsula. At long last the great mountain of Vesuvius hove into view and the end of their journey was in prospect. For the first fortnight, the stars had guided them on their solitary journey across the Mediterranean from Egypt; the rest of the way they had stayed within sight of land, hugging the shoreline for safety. There were many who thought their master Tryphon a fool for attempting a winter crossing, risking their lives to bring spoilt city dwellers the out-of-season luxuries they craved. But this time they had been lucky.


As Tryphon set a course through the straights between the island of Capri and the mainland, the great, glittering Bay of Naples spread out before them, filled with vessels of every kind. Out towards the open water on their port side, the three hundred strong crew of a quadrime tested its speed, its oars and timbers groaning in the distance; this would be the boat’s first outing of the year from the dry hangars of Misenum where the navy’s ships were hauled up to overwinter. Nearer to hand, insolent fishing boats bobbed in the spring sun, ready to run for home at the first sign of a squall. And as far as the eye could see, villas dotted the coastline, their elegant jetties thrusting out into the water.


Drawing closer to land, the crew fixed their sights on a gaggle of skiffs and lighters that spilled out from the mouth of the Sarno estuary. Behind them, the height of the shoreline rose and the buildings solidified into an unbroken mass: the city of Pompeii. Most prominent of all was the Temple of Venus, luminous in the sunlight.


‘Venus the Saviour’ declared a Greek inscription on a wall in Pompeii, above a painting of the goddess helming a boat being blown along with full sails.1 The statue of Venus in Pompeii’s temple to the goddess would have mirrored this pose. Holding a great bronze rudder, she looked out to sea from her magnificent temple built in the early years of the colony, on land that had been cleared of houses for the purpose.2 It was the act of a city proud of the status bestowed on it by Sulla after he had claimed Pompeii for Rome and renamed it the ‘Colony of Venus’, in honour of the favours that the dictator felt she had shown to him. But when Augustus came to the throne, the people of Pompeii had even greater reason to cherish their protectress, since she was now claimed as the mother of Rome’s founding father, Aeneas, and fountainhead of the Julian bloodline.


The mythical daughter of Jupiter by the wife of Vulcan, Venus’s original incarnation in Italy had been as a fertility deity; only in the third century BC had she become identified with the Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite. The territory of Pompeii had been steeped in this older tradition of worship since long before Sulla had added the name of his protectress to the new colony. An inscription in Oscan from what was then the home of Venus’s priestess, Mamia, refers to the feast of Mefitis, the earlier name by which the goddess would have been known locally. Often in the images depicting her that proliferate around the city she appears in familiar form: as the sexy nude in a scant bikini of filigree gold of one statue, or the conventional flaxen-haired nymph rising from a shell with which Decimus Satrius Lucretius Valens chose to decorate his home (Plate 16). But she is also often shown crowned and regaled in a celestial gown covered in astrological symbols, resplendent in a chariot drawn by four elephants; a feisty goddess with a flavour of the mystical East.
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