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PREFACE


THE SOLDIER




It was a day of gloom, and strange suspense,


And feverish, and inexplicable dread,


In Herculaneum’s walls.


Edwin Atherstone, ‘The Last Days of Herculaneum’.





A soldier is standing on the beach. He is staring into the night, praying for morning and for sight of a white sail. Were it a clear summer’s day, he would be able to look across the Tyrrhenian Sea and see the islands of Procida and Ischia and, off in the distance to his left, what the British travel writer Norman Douglas would, many centuries later, call ‘the craggy and yet alluring aspect’ of Capri.1


Although the soldier is too young to have served under the emperor personally, he has been in the army for a long time. Does he smile or does he shudder? Either way, stories of imperial debauchery under the Emperor Tiberius and his fellating ‘fishes’ – almost fifty years previously – were told around the barracks as if they had happened yesterday.2


But he can see nothing. Visibility is no more than 5m and the night is completely black with no stars or moon to help him.


It is around one o’clock in the morning and he is about to die.


He is heavy set, in his early forties and just over 169cm or 5ft 6in tall, which makes him around average for the day. Too old for front-line service, he is still a useful pair of hands. From his uniform, anyone can see that he is a soldier with all the authority that goes with it.


Juvenal complained that soldiers often behaved as if they were above the law. The Roman poet said that it was easier to find a civilian to perjure himself than one who would give evidence in court against the military, but the voice of law is exactly what is needed now.3


Although this is not a military situation, the civilian population might be reassured by the sight of a sword at the soldier’s waist. It is a Pompeian sword of the new style that has only recently come into use. More state-of-the-art, top-of-the-range submachine gun than a Bren gun, it has rather an ornate handle covered in silver. The scabbard too, of leather and wood and decorated with silver medallions, is in good condition. The sword is accompanied by a dagger, again in its wooden and leather scabbard.


Around the soldier’s waist is a heavy belt, made of silver and bronze, with a bronze sporran attached. Its metal buckles jangle as he walks. If the weaponry is not enough, it is this that confirms beyond doubt that he is a soldier. The belt is as distinguishing a feature of being a soldier as the sword. It is both clothing and military equipment. It is what sets apart soldiers from civilians. It has become imbued with such meaning that to take it away is a punishment and its weight is such as to force the soldier to stand straight and give him a distinctive swagger as he walks.


He has had an exciting life, and up to now, he has been lucky. He was born in around 39 CE, right in the middle of the reign of Emperor Caligula and one of the most exciting periods of early Roman imperial history. When he turned 30, it was the Year of the Four Emperors, the succession crisis after the death of Nero that saw Vespasian and the Flavians take the throne. To have survived through all of that speaks to a certain character – or luck.


The soldier is not, however, especially good-looking and he wears his years on his face. He is missing six teeth: three molars, thanks to dental decay, while the three incisors have been lost to trauma which gives him a slightly odd look. A wound on his left thigh has re-healed without any lasting damage, but it causes him to limp occasionally and people around him can see him rub it from time to time without thinking.4


To his left is a lifeboat he has either arranged to meet or on which he had come ashore earlier. A graceful vessel made of oak, walnut and pine – 10m long, 2.2m wide and only 1m high – it is long, shallow and lightly built: the perfect landing craft.5 With three rowers on each side, along with a helmsman, it is fast too.


The soldier has a bag on his back with a handful of carpentry tools – a couple of chisels, an awl and a hammer. He didn’t know what tools he might need later.


As much out of habit as anything else, the boat has been pulled up the beach, close to the boat sheds.


Behind him are twelve boat sheds. Women and children and old people have bedded down for the night, trying to get some sleep after a long and traumatic day. In front of the boat sheds small groups of men huddle together chatting.


They are going to die too.


It is 24 October 79 CE and this is Herculaneum.


There had been tremors for a couple of days. The third-century Greek historian Cassius Dio describes what happened. Writing from eyewitness accounts, he allows his imagination to run free. His volcanological vocabulary describes ‘giants’ on the mountain, in the surrounding countryside and in cities by day and night, along with droughts and earthquakes. ‘The whole plain round about seethed and the summits leapt into the air,’ he writes. ‘There were frequent rumblings, some of them subterranean, that resembled thunder, and some on the surface, that sounded like bellowing; the sea also joined in the roar and the sky re-echoed it.’6


The eruption proper occurred on the morning of 24 October. A portentous crash was heard that was as if the mountains were ‘tumbling in ruins’.7


In a way it was. The entire lava dome, the peak of the volcano, had been blown off; 100,000 tonnes of magma was spurted up into the sky every second. These concussive blasts should not be underestimated and have been compared in modern times to the sound of a Boeing 747 aircraft with the effect of a nuclear bomb. As well as damage to any buildings close by, smashing glass and shaking buildings, those close to the eruption would have suffered intense pain and possible hearing loss. The smell, too, would have been terrible – a sulphurous stench of rotten eggs noticeable right across Campania.


It was the beginning of what we now know as the Plinian phase of eruption. By lunchtime, a plume of smoke and ash was visible from a long way away. It was up to 33km high, with white pumice hurled up along with fire and endless smoke.


The citizens of Herculaneum could see the column go up, but it appeared to pose no danger:




Mushrooming into the sky the enormous grey-black pall of smoke fills the air with cinders for miles around. From fiery regions far deeper in the earth than any mine ever dug by man, the hot lava is a reminder that the earth was once just such a molten mass gradually cooling until it formed an outer shell. As it boils from the crater of Vesuvius, lava may have a temperature of more than 2,000 Fahrenheit and in this major eruption it carries the terrific heat far down the slope of mountain. It carries a crushing wave that dooms cities and towns.


Robert Stevenson, Castle Films, April 1944.8





It is time to hand over to lawyer and author Pliny the Younger, better known for the letters he wrote at the end of the first century. Although he does not write about Herculaneum specifically, he was an eyewitness to the eruption. He was 17 at the time, staying at the home of his uncle, Pliny the Elder, aged 56 and Prefect of the Roman fleet, in Misenum at the northern end of the Bay of Naples.


That home was very cautiously identified at the beginning of January 2024 at Punta Sarparella in Bacoli, around 15km west of Naples, during building works to remove a swimming pool and build a playground. With its visibility of the entire port basin and a broad view of the Gulf, it is a plausible identification.9


Although Pliny the Elder had personal command and the authority to do as he wished, it was hardly a front-line command. With peace across the Mediterranean, there is a hint of Dad’s Army about him. Pliny had served in Germany, Spain and Africa, but as with his time in the army, his physical days were long behind him. He was fat, in his fifties and probably asthmatic with a tendency to doze off.


But he was as mentally active as he was physically inactive. He considered walking to be a waste of time that could be better spent thinking and was carried around Rome in a chair while books were read to him – an early equivalent of audio books – and these days, he is regarded as one of the great intellectuals of his age.10


Better known in the first century CE for his twenty-volume history of the invasion and subjugation of Germany, which was inspired, so it is said, by the ghost of Drusus, brother to Emperor Tiberius and father of Emperor Claudius, Pliny the Elder is best known today for his Natural History, often called the first encyclopaedia. In thirty-seven books, this cabinet of curiosities covers everything from astronomy and geography to botany and medicine, and even art and history.


‘Wines from Pompeii are at their best within ten years and gain nothing from greater maturity,’ he writes. ‘They are also observed to be injurious because of the hangover they cause, which persists until noon the following day,’ he continues, which gives perhaps more of an insight into his habits than he intended.11


The work remains an enthralling read. He was, as the classicist Daisy Dunn characterises him in her essential biography, a Renaissance man in his own time. Nonetheless, a question mark remains over how good a scientist he was. Although he knew about them, Pliny the Elder does not appear to have noticed that Vesuvius was a volcano.12


The morning has been spent in the sun. After a cold bath and lunch, the household have fallen into a post-lunch lull. Pliny the Younger’s mother appears to have been the first to notice the clouds around Vesuvius, some 32km away. She rouses the house and points it out to her brother, who climbs up to the roof of the building to get a clearer look.


A penny – finally – drops. Pliny the Elder realises the significance of what is happening and initially plans a recce with a fast boat called a liburnian. These biremes with their two banks of oars and a square sail could move quickly. He even asks his nephew to tag along if he wants to. Like teenagers the world over, he says that he prefers to stay in his room.


As Pliny finally leaves his villa, a message reaches him from the wife of a friend, begging for help. Her villa is at the foot of Vesuvius and her only chance of escape is by sea. This changes the tone of Pliny’s trip entirely. Seduced by the chance of glory as the saviour of Campania, Pliny decides to lead the evacuation himself and sends out the quadriremes instead. Within a short space of time, an evacuation had been launched.




Minute ashes, of a reddish hue, fell so thick at Somma and Ottaiano, that they darkened the air in such a manner that objects could not be distinguished at a distance of ten feet. Long filaments of a vitrified matter like spun glass were mixed and fell with these ashes; and the sulphurous smoke was so violent, that several birds in cages were suffocated, the leaves of the trees in the neighbourhood of Somma and Ottaiano were covered with white salts very corrosive.


William Hamilton, August 1779.13





By mid-afternoon, the flotilla sets off. Pliny the Elder is presented, as I am sure he wished to be, as the Roman hero. ‘He hurried to the place which everyone else was hastily leaving, steering his course straight for the danger zone,’ writes his nephew breathlessly.14


By now, pumice and stones are tumbling onto the decks of the ships. In distinctly uncharted waters and with unexpected shallows making sailing difficult, a helmsman asks to turn back. Almost tempted by the thought of safety, instead, the elder Pliny says, ‘Fortune favours the brave’,15 and insists that the ship head for the seaside town of Stabiae. If he can’t get close enough to shore to save the friend who had written to him, then at least he could help another friend.


The sea is clearer now, and in the late afternoon, Pliny is able to make landfall. While Stabiae is clearly also in danger, it is not as acute as further along the coast. Pliny’s friend has already loaded his possessions onto his own ship, but the winds that are so favourable for Pliny are the same ones that make an escape difficult.


Meeting his friend on the beach, Pliny downplays the danger and calms the understandable panic at the house. First and foremost, he wants a bath and then dinner and then a nap. Indeed, Pliny’s snores are so loud that they can be heard outside the room.


While Pliny sleeps, at Herculaneum the evacuation down to the twelve boat sheds is orderly. Forget the mass panic and hysteria captured in John Martin’s The Destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum or Karl Bryullov’s magisterial (and hugely influential) painting The Last Day of Pompeii. Vesuvius is not directly threatening the town, nor has the eruption so far had much of an impact.


It is tougher for the towns of Pompeii and Oplontis. Their roofs have collapsed under the weight of the pumice, but the southerly wind direction means that comparatively little has fallen on Herculaneum, and the houses do not seem in any immediate danger. Nor is moving around especially challenging. The inhabitants of the other towns had to wade through a layer of pumice that, by midnight, was more than 1.5m thick. It was eventually to reach a final thickness of 2.5m at Stabiae and almost 3m at Pompeii. At Herculaneum, however, it is only around 20cm deep.


There is little sense of fear, and the evacuees even have enough time to carry lamps with them that have been found in the boat sheds.


No bottlenecks of bodies were found to suggest that there was a scrum and behaviour was tempered perhaps because the group included a significant number of the very young and the old. There are many young children – twelve under the age of 3 – some older people, whose bones suggest that they had trouble walking, and at least a couple of heavily pregnant women.


People had to come through the city, go through a narrow passage and then down some steps. It is still possible to follow their path, although the actual stonework is now protected by a metal skeleton. For the modern visitor, it is a shock to realise that while Vesuvius dominates the landscape entirely, from the bottom of the steps and from the beach at Herculaneum you cannot see the volcano itself.


Should people’s calm in the face of such danger be a surprise? Actually no. Even though the threat of Vesuvius was known and understood to a degree, social scientists who have studied human reactions to disasters believe that the most common response during such events is to look for friends and family and to remain in familiar surroundings.


In a fascinating paper that looks at mass panic and other collective responses to threats and disaster, Anthony Mawson, Professor of Public Health at Jackson State University in the USA, argues that expressions of mutual aid are common and tend to predominate. He writes:




The typical response to a variety of threats and disasters is not to flee or attack but rather affiliation, that is, to seek the proximity of familiar persons and places; moreover, separation from attachment figures is a greater stressor than physical danger. […]


Multiple social ties existing among participants in disaster situations profoundly influence behaviour. Men flee with their wives, families, or girlfriend and attempt to stay together during escapes. Nor do employees abandon their responsibilities toward patrons. A high degree of civility is shown, and heroic efforts are made to provide mutual aid and assistance.16





How those in the settlements around Vesuvius reacted has not been especially examined, but the inhabitants appear to have followed the pattern outlined by Mawson, favouring the social rather than the individual.


Aside from the congregations at the boat sheds in Herculaneum, two-thirds of all victims in Pompeii were found in groups. This is not just true for households that were found together in private properties, but also bodies that were found together in open areas and public spaces. As well as the group of nine bodies found in the House of the Cryptoporticus (Casa del Criptoportico) or the thirteen in the Garden of the Fugitives (Orto dei Fuggiaschi), there are also the sixty-two victims found in the Barracks of the Gladiators (Caserma dei Gladiatori) and the sixty-eight in the Large Palaestra (Palestra Grande). It holds true outside the towns too – fifty-two people took shelter in the warehouse in Oplontis.


When those in Herculaneum got to the beach, while several groups of men – around sixteen in total – stayed outside, most evacuees headed for the boat sheds. It is hard not to think of them as air-raid shelters. To the modern eye, the boat sheds have a Second World War flavour, and certainly there is something of the Anderson Shelter about the construction, but what happened next was much more damaging than any German bomb.


The eruptive column collapsed.




We also saw the sea sucked away and apparently forced back by the earthquake. At any rate, it receded from the shore so that quantities of sea creatures were left stranded on dry sand. On the landward side, a fearful black cloud was rent by forked and quivering bursts of flame and parted to reveal great tongues of fire, like flashes of lightning magnified in size.


Pliny the Younger, October 79 CE.17





It was around 0100hrs when the first nuée ardente or pyroclastic shock hit. A second phase of volcanic activity after the almost benign tumbling of pumice and ash was fast and it was violent. A hot, chaotic, widespread ground surge of volcanic ash and hot gas took only a couple of minutes to pour down the south-western flanks of the volcano. Travelling at speeds of up to 300km/h, it flattened everything in its path.18


The pyroclastic flow slowed down as it passed through Herculaneum until it reached the 20m cliff drop above the beach. There it was halted, thanks to what are called hydraulic jump effects. Those on the beach, like the soldier, were thrown to the ground and died immediately of thermally induced fulminant shock as a blast of heat of up to 500°C swept over them. Although their bones and even the insides of their skulls were blackened and their tooth enamel cracked under the heat, not only are there few of the agonised contortions seen in the bodies in Pompeii, it happened so quickly that they show no self-protective reactions as the heat vaporised all soft tissue, to be replaced by ash.


It was a similar story inside the boat sheds. They too died, and in a similar manner, although at a slightly lower temperature. Their bones were browned, not blackened, and there are more signs of what is known as the involuntary boxer pose when the muscles of the knees and elbows contracted as they dehydrated in the heat. Looking at the skeletons, you can see that many are covered with a red-and-black residue left from the iron in their blood as it burned away.


They died instantly, their bodies preserved in lifelike and natural poses. Any damage to the bodies – fractured bones and skulls – happened in the second surge around an hour later, at 0200hrs. The second of a further five distinctive pyroclastic surges carried stones, tiles and bricks through the city and into the boat sheds. As you visit the archaeological park of Herculaneum today, you can clearly see roof tiles embedded in the tufa – the rock that is usually formed when volcanic ash is compacted and turns as hard as cement.


But no one in the town would have seen that second surge. Everyone was already dead. The people of Herculaneum died before their brains realised what had happened.19









INTRODUCTION




Why to th’ impetuous storm’s career


Didst thou, dread Genius, close thine ear,


And from destruction’s yawning grave


Thy menac’d City fail to save?


Thomas Gisborne, ‘Herculaneum’.





History and archaeology have always been about the present as much as the past. The artefacts might be ancient, but their context and the conclusions drawn from them say as much about modern times as the ancient world.


Early British writers try to turn the cities of Vesuvius into British holiday towns. One nineteenth-century writer and journalist calls Pompeii a ‘third-rate provincial town’, dismissing it as the Brighton or Scarborough of the Roman patricians. Mortimer Wheeler, the grand­father of all television archaeologists, might agree with the sentiment of the preceding description – for him, the cities of Vesuvius are ‘second rate and famous for the wrong reasons’, but he sees the populace as provincial 1950s Tories. With the Roman Empire’s high standard of living, he imagines its citizens on the eve of destruction declaring that ‘we’ve never had it so good’.


An archaeologist on a British television documentary about the eruption in 2018 held up a mirror to modern society. ‘I think it’s understandable that the people who stayed headed for the bars for company and tried to forget their worries,’ she said.1


This book is an attempt to bring the town of Herculaneum and its people back into focus. Although it has all the hallmarks of a major town, as has often been said, Herculaneum wasn’t an especially important provincial town within Campania, let alone within Italy. It wasn’t as large as Naples, was not as much of a playground of the demi-monde as Baiae, was not as strategically important as Misenum and wasn’t as much of a literary muse as Cumae.2 It is true that it didn’t produce a poet, a philosopher or a military leader, but the town’s comparative normality is what makes it both so attractive and incomparably useful as an archaeological site.


Herculaneum is overshadowed not only literally by Vesuvius but also figuratively by Pompeii. ‘In terms of research, touristic attention, and literary evocations, to name a few – Herculaneum is the disregarded younger sister of Pompeii, like Cinderella,’ writes Eric Moormann, Professor of Classical Archaeology at Radboud University in the Netherlands. Even though it was the first of the Vesuvian towns to be rediscovered (as we shall see in the final chapter), this has always been the case. It has never captured the public imagination in the same way as its much larger neighbour. Herculaneum has been a muse for few works of art, only one – distinctly mediocre – opera, and a couple of minor works of literature.3


At its crudest level, you can see the difference in the visitor numbers. In 1869, for example, 19,000 people visited Pompeii while only 1,200 went to Herculaneum. In 2023, the figures were 563,165 for Herculaneum and four million for Pompeii.4


Part of the reason is the ease of excavation. Quite aside from the archaeologically inconvenient fact that much of Herculaneum lies below the modern city of Ercolano, the volcanic ash that covered Pompeii was considerably easier to clear and shallower than the 15–18m of hard tufa that enveloped Herculaneum. Another is that of language. While the archaeological site of Herculaneum could not hope for a better and more enthusiastic anglophone champion than Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, former director of the British School at Rome and head of the Herculaneum Conservation Project, with few exceptions, most of the work and discussion about the site has taken place in Italian since the great archaeologist Amedeo Maiuri directed digs there between 1927 and 1961. Herculaneum feels distinctly neglected in English.5


Steven Ellis, Professor of Classics at the University of Cincinnati, has called it a ‘sobering reminder’, not just about how little we know about Herculaneum, ‘but of how poorly that information has been synthesized and transmitted’ that there are at least as many volumes on just the bibliography for Pompeii as about Herculaneum as a whole.6 The last full-length popular history devoted to the town in English appeared more than a generation ago: Joseph Jay Deiss’ Herculaneum: Italy’s Buried Treasure, published in 1966 and revised in 1985. Since then, only a handful of other books have emerged.7


It is only to be expected that an undue weight has been placed on Pompeii. It is a much larger site – four times the area and with a population in its heyday of around 15,000 to Herculaneum’s 4,000–5,000. The intention here is not to detract from its glory, rather it is an attempt to redress the balance and to let Herculaneum shine on its own merits.


The constant spotlight on Pompeii has led to an automatic general presumption that some of the best-known objects buried by Vesuvius were discovered there. Take the much-photographed loaf of bread stamped with the name of Celer, slave of Quintus Granius Verus. This worthy loaf, for example, was found in the House of the Deer (Casa del Cervi) in Herculaneum. The so-called Herculaneum Women, the most common images of the draped female form in the classical world, were discovered in Herculaneum’s theatre in the early eighteenth century. Arguably the highlight, if that is the right word, of the infamous Gabinetto Segreto, the Secret Cabinet, in Naples Museum, is the infamous and once-seen-never-forgotten statue of Pan copulating with a goat. It came from the Villa of the Papyri (Villa dei Papiri). More recently, in mid-May 2024, a Channel 5 documentary was deliberately entitled The Lost Scrolls of Pompeii by the production company but centred wholly around the papyri found in Herculaneum – the clearest example of how easily assumptions can be made.8


But the different manner in which the towns were destroyed is also significant. The lower temperatures at Pompeii – probably around 350°C – meant that no organic material survived. At Herculaneum, the much higher temperatures preserved food, wooden furniture and papyrus as they were carbonised. This means that visitors get to see different features of life that don’t exist elsewhere: the wooden sliding screen at the House of the Wooden Partition (Casa del Tramezzo di Legno), the preserved wooden staircase at IV.20, the wooden cupboard and shrine in the House of the Wooden Shrine (Casa del Sacello di legno) and the papyri in the Villa of the Papyri.


It is worth asking why it is that we visit sites like Herculaneum and Pompeii. What do we expect to get from them? There are, of course, obvious reasons for many to visit: straightforward enjoyment and curiosity, site collectors who want to tick off must-see sites from their bucket lists, those with academic and aesthetic interests, as well as the numerous teachers attempting to inspire their students.


Sites like Herculaneum present a connection with normal people living in extraordinary times. They give seemingly opposing ways to connect with history. On the one hand, there is the comfort of the very familiar. Take the carbonised oakwood cradle found in the House of Marcus Pilius Primigenius Granianus (Casa di M. Pilius Primigenius Granianus), which looks as though it had been brought home from a nursery furniture store the previous day. On the other hand, there is the permanent spectre of enslaved people. This came into focus in December 2023 when shocking details emerged of a cramped bakery-prison in Pompeii where enslaved workers and donkeys ground grain to make bread.9


But there are softer reasons for engagement that are almost spiritual. Sites can be a place for quiet contemplation to recharge intellectual batteries and to try to make a connection with the past. For these visitors, historical sites are a deep sensory experience. A visit can uplift and stretch the imagination.


I would argue that it is much easier to make that kind of connection to the Roman world in Herculaneum than it is at Pompeii. The ancient world is distant. Despite the acknowledgement that Latin is the basis of most European languages, it is difficult and time-consuming to learn and increasingly rarely taught in schools, let alone Greek. Many of its ideas and the basis of its society, from slavery to warfare and from politics to leisure pursuits, can seem impossibly alien to today’s society.


There is an almost immediate and rewarding connection at Herculaneum. In a slightly arch landscaping/classical in-joke, the modern archaeological site of Herculaneum is ringed with umbrella pines. Pliny describes the initial cloud that erupted from Vesuvius as looking ‘like an umbrella pine’,10 and it is easy to spot the classicists among the tourists as they line up a tree with Vesuvius in the distance to take a photograph.


A visit to Pompeii can be overwhelming. The struggle past throngs of tourism hawkers and churning multilingual crowds all looking for their own guides means that you can be exhausted before you enter the city. But Herculaneum is a much less frenetic experience. When you look down at the site itself, it takes a few moments to distinguish Herculaneum from modern Ercolano; there is no difference in texture between ancient and modern. The colour of the buildings is similar, and their rectilinear construction is familiar. In short, Herculaneum looks like a town, and its compressed size means that it is possible to get a genuine overview and understanding of how it worked in a way that would take many days and a great deal of shoe leather in Pompeii.


A further purpose of this book is to bring people of Herculaneum back to life and to tell the town’s story through the people who lived there. Seduced by the marble-white stones and the silence, it is too easy to wander around the ruins of ancient cities and dream of the ‘grandeur that was Rome’, while forgetting that Herculaneum was a vibrant, noisy, colourful and, of course, smelly town.


Some would see the citizens of the two towns as victims, passively waiting for disaster to strike. Others want to see them as the sets of disaster movies like The Poseidon Adventure and The Towering Inferno. Certainly, the narrative of its inhabitants fighting against nature to escape is an appealing one.


But Mary Beard is surely right. Writing about Pompeii, though in an observation that holds as true for Herculaneum, Britain’s preeminent classicist rejects the idea of a Roman town ‘simply frozen in midflow’. She is adamant that the city is ‘not the ancient equivalent of the Marie Celeste’ – the nineteenth-century merchant ship found mysteriously abandoned off the Azores archipelago.11


Perhaps the best insight into what Herculaneum looked like just before the explosion can be gained from Werner Herzog’s 1977 film La Soufrière, named for a volcano on the French Caribbean Island of Basse-Terre in Guadeloupe. With much of the island evacuated ahead of an impending eruption, the camera captures the unsettling stillness and emptiness of the towns on the island that have been abandoned.


Since its discovery, it had been presumed that most of Herculaneum’s population had escaped the blast and the town was empty. In his travels to Italy at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the French writer François-René de Chateaubriand wrote, ‘the lava filled up Herculaneum, as molten lead fills up the cavities of a mould’.12


The first body was discovered in 1831 by Carlo Bonucci, then director of archaeological works, on the second floor of what was immediately dubbed the House of the Skeleton (Casa dello Scheletro). Only a handful of bodies had been found in the city since. A boy in the Shop of the Gem-Cutter (Bottega del Gemmarius) and a baby in a wooden cradle mentioned above. It was what you might expect from a panic situation and no surprise that Herculaneum was held up as a near-perfect example of an evacuation.


The story changed in March 1982.


Although the eruption of Vesuvius moved the coastline around 500m further out, the ancient city of Herculaneum is still in danger of flooding. It causes a nightmare for preservation. Workmen who were digging a drainage ditch came across the remains of three bodies. They soon uncovered more, as well as a series of twelve waterfront vaulted stone chambers or fornici, which were dubbed boat sheds. Since then, around 340 of the inhabitants of the ancient city have been discovered. The narrative had to be rewritten overnight. Rather than a story of successful evacuation, tabloid journalists now recast Herculaneum as the story of a Dunkirk overtaken by events: a flight interrupted.


There has always been interest in the bodies of Vesuvius. It was a favourite party piece of eighteenth and nineteenth-century archaeologists to ‘discover’ them at Pompeii when dignitaries were visiting the site. They were novelty items. It is possible to detect a change in tone in that interest after the Second World War. The shadows of Hiroshima, the imprints of humans and objects seared onto pavements and walls by the atomic bomb dropped in August 1945, brought home the message that the bodies in Herculaneum, Pompeii and the other towns around Vesuvius were once living, breathing and feeling human beings.


This is, in many ways, a mixed blessing. Although there has always been interest in the bodies of Vesuvius beyond the academic community, it has not always been helpful. They have attracted a particularly persistent romanticism since excavations began. This ranges from the soupy and cloying prose of British novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton in The Last Days of Pompeii and Théophile Gautier’s breast-fixated novella Arria Marcella to German writer Wilhelm Jensen’s foot-fetishist’s Gradiva and Paul Anderson’s achingly bad 2014 cinematic outing, Pompeii.13


While Bulwer-Lytton’s novel occasionally pokes its head above the literary parapet, it is written in a deliberately olde-worlde style that is hard for the modern reader to stomach. The opening sentence, for example, is, ‘Ho, Diomed, well met! Do you sup with Glaucus to-night?’


Gautier and Jensen’s novellas are just peculiar. Set in the nineteenth century, in the former, three friends visit the ruins of Pompeii. One becomes obsessed with a plaster cast of one of the victims in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples (Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MANN) after seeing the silhouette of her breast. That night, he travels in time to find her, before waking up the next morning among the ruins of Pompeii. In the latter, which inspired one of Sigmund Freud’s essays,14 an archaeologist is infatuated with a woman walking barefoot in a relief. In a dream, he also finds himself back in the ancient world, where he meets the girl before waking up. Back in the modern world, he travels to Pompeii, where he again recognises the girl by her feet. But after a brief conversation she vanishes again.


The problem is that there has been an overspill of romanticism into academia. And the finger of blame for this should be pointed firmly at British author Arthur Conan Doyle. Overly excited writers have used the techniques of his celebrated detective Sherlock Holmes to fabricate ingenious and convoluted backstories about any bodies that have been found.


A 2017 re-examination in Pompeii of the Two Maidens, the cast of two victims embracing in the final moments of their lives, revealed that they were, in fact, men. Newspapers across the world enthusiastically and immediately described them as ‘gay lovers’ as both tabloid and broadsheet journalists speculated about their relationship. While celebrating the discussion of non-heteronormative interpretations in the mainstream media, only a few voices – such as bioarchaeologist Kristina Killgrove – offered sobriety and reason. Aside from the fact that the modern label of ‘gay’ is completely anachronistic in a Roman context, she pointed out that that kind of interpretation ‘reveals much more about our modern culture’s obsession with this topic’ than it tells us about the Romans.15 Little wonder that historians have shied away from reconstructing a Vesuvian past.


But there is certainly value in moving away from earlier grand Guignol visions to one that is grounded in reality. Although that is the basis on which we know them, in many ways, their deaths at Vesuvius are the least interesting things about them.


It is possible to reconstruct at least an impressionistic image of several of the people. A great debt for this in Herculaneum is owed to physical anthropologist and classical archaeologist Sara Bisel, who was one of the first to work on the bodies at Herculaneum. She helped bring them to widespread attention via an enthralling cover story for National Geographic in May 1984. The nicknames she gave to some of the skeletons – the Soldier, Portia, the Ring Lady and the Weaver – have stuck in popular imagination; indeed, some of them have been used as chapter headings in this book.


I appreciate that this is a controversial move, but done carefully, it does help our understanding of the city and the society in which the individuals lived. It might be helpful to show working here. To return to the soldier on the beach, known these days by the cold and distancing alphanumeric name of E26: how do we know what we know? Was he even a soldier?


It is fairly obvious from the equipment found with him that he was in the military. Civilians did not carry swords, daggers or wear a military belt. More to the point, where he was found on the beach is a natural spot for someone in authority. He was in front of the boat sheds, pretty much in the centre of the beach.


But while original accounts had him down as a soldier, more modern versions have him as a marine. It is possible to get quite a good sense of what he looked like from the grave of Quintus Statius Rufinus. Roughly the same age as the soldier on the beach in Herculaneum, Rufinus served in the Praetorian fleet in Misenum, in the second or third century CE, under the command of Claudius Ingenuus. He died in Athens after eighteen years of service. Closer in date to the eruption of Vesuvius is the memorial to Montanus Capito, a lieutenant in the fleet in Ravenna, who served on a light vessel called Aurata (Golden) – probably in the reign of Domitian. Though he, unlike the soldier on the beach, is wearing armour, the details of his belt, sporran and sword and how they were worn are clear to see.


As for his physical condition, presumptions can be made about his life based on his bones. For those who believed that he was a soldier, it was initially thought that his slight bowlegs came from sitting on a horse. More likely, if he was indeed a sailor or marine, then the shape of his legs came from the carpentry yard – a side-effect of years working with tree trunks. Certainly, that is an argument that fits in with the carpentry tools with which he was found.


Then there are his teeth. While the sketch that has been given until now is fairly robust, we do move slightly more into the realms of supposition. The teeth that he lost to dental decay are not remotely surprising for a man of his age. But what about the ones that he lost to trauma? Some have argued that he lost them from the kick of a horse. It was a straightforward cavalry accident. The most frequent suggestion is that he lost his teeth in a bar brawl.16 That is, after all, what many sailors do … It could have happened that way. But a far duller suggestion is that he had an accident in a shipyard.


It is when we get to the money he had with him that modern commentators often delve into the realms of fantasy. In a pouch on his belt, which was vaporised, the soldier was carrying significant cash: twelve silver denarii and two gold coins. It is always difficult to give a precise modern equivalent to what that was worth, but it was a couple of years’ salary at the time. Perhaps it was savings, because the gold coins display the head of the Emperor Nero, who had died ten years previously. This is money that had likely been kept under lock and key rather than out in wider circulation.


Had the soldier started to take a fee from those in the boat sheds to make sure that they were on the first boat? It seems unlikely. Had he chosen this assignment because he came from Herculaneum and he wanted to rescue his nest egg from home? Had he picked up the money from the home of a comrade as a favour to take back to Misenum? Some would have him as a looter, taking the opportunity of the chaos in Herculaneum to do some light pilfering.


Given the circumstances, it should not be that much of a mystery. There is nothing that uncommon about finding significant quantities of money on the bodies left in the aftermath of Vesuvius. While some victims were found clutching religious talismans, a significant number of pragmatists held on to their cash, whether they were found at home or outside.


With the boat, we are on surer territory. It is unsurprising that boats loom large in the imagination of the people around the Bay of Naples. There are numerous frescoes from Herculaneum which represent boats and the sea both as landscapes and as part of mythological scenes – s­everal, for example, depict Ariadne abandoned by Theseus on the island of Naxos, a good example of which is in the British Museum. Boats also feature in graffiti found in the town – a particularly fine one was found in the House of the Telephus Relief (Casa del Rilievo di Telefo), which overlooked the sea.17


The boat itself was found close to the boat sheds in the summer of 1982. It had flipped over and was surrounded by mostly pyroclastic flow materials which had carbonised almost the entire hull. During excavation, the boat was covered with layers of silicon rubber and then fibreglass to protect the timbers and then carefully lifted into a protective shed and then into the museum. It is so well preserved that it looks almost seaworthy.


***


Before we go any further, it is worth addressing the elephant in the room of when exactly Herculaneum was destroyed. The date of the eruption has historically been given as 24–25 August 79 CE.


During the Second World War, for example, as part of Operation Avalanche to liberate southern Italy in the autumn of 1943, Allied forces hit roads and railways near Pompeii, as well as the site itself, on the presumption that the German forces were using the site as an ammunition dump. Around 160 bombs fell on Pompeii, damaging it significantly. The event was reported in the American Journal of Archaeology the following year:




According to a statement by Amedeo Maiuri, a great and valuable part of its contents was destroyed, although it is said that the most valuable objects had been removed. The Macellum, the Temple of Vespasian, the Building of Eumachia and the Lares altar are reported to have been destroyed, to which Maiuri adds the Temple of Jupiter and the portico near the House of Triptoleinos, which have suffered much damage.18





For the numerologically minded, the firestorm of 24 August 1943 was an echo from Vesuvius and perhaps cemented the date in people’s minds more firmly.


But let’s go back to the beginning and start with Pliny, who gives the dates that are generally used – except he didn’t. There is considerable confusion about the date of the eruption in the manuscripts that preserve Pliny’s letters. Traditionally, the date for the beginning of the eruption of Vesuvius is written in Latin as ‘IX Kal. Septembris’. In the way that the Romans wrote their calendar, this translates as ‘Nine days before the Kalends of September’. The Kalends was the first day of the month. Given that the Romans counted inclusively, this gives us the date of 24 August.


But although all manuscripts agree that the eruption happened in the autumn, there is no first edition of Pliny the Younger’s letters. They were all copied, and copied, and copied. The difficulty is that several different dates are given in different manuscripts, including 30 October, 1 November and 23 November. It is clear that some of them are scribal error, but which ones?


There is evidence within Pliny’s letter itself that suggests a date of August. He writes that his uncle had spent the morning sunbathing before having a cold dip and then lunch. That routine is much more plausible in August than it is in either October or November, though not impossible.


There is also some botanical evidence that could be in favour of August. Those who favour the traditional date cite garum, the pungent, fermented fish sauce favoured by the Romans. More specifically, they will cite the analysis of the garum found in seven jars in the house of Aulus Umbricius Scaurus (Casa di Umbricius Scaurus) in Pompeii, a rather well-known garum manufacturer at the time, who we shall meet again in Chapter 5. The sauce that he was making all came from fish called boops boops or bogues. Still commercially caught, the fish are particularly plentiful in July and August. Given that garum took a month to mature, a date towards the end of August makes sense.


Clothing is a red herring. Although any clothes on the bodies of Herculaneum were burned away, the lower temperatures of the pyroclastic flow as it hit Pompeii did not result in instant incineration. Plaster cast bodies in Pompeii do show that many were wearing thick clothes, and this is taken as a drop in temperature as longer nights draw in. But would it be unreasonable for people to put on padded clothing if pumice were falling out of the sky … no matter the time of year?


When Mount Sinabung in northern Sumatra, Indonesia, erupted in October 2014, a photographer for the Anadolu photo agency captured a group of five ladies hurrying along the road. Behind them, the mountain can barely be seen, but its presence looms from the muddy blackness of the sky. Despite the tropical climate, not only do all five ladies have cushions on their heads – exactly as Pliny describes in his letter – they all have thick clothing on.


Most of the archaeological evidence points to a later date.19 The presence of braziers found in Herculaneum and Pompeii also suggests so. A particularly beautiful bronze tripod brazier decorated with sphinxes was found in Herculaneum, though sadly the find spot was not recorded.20 In Pompeii’s House of the Faun (Casa del Fauno) there was a large, rectangular, bronze brazier and a metal stove; there were three in the House of Menander (Casa del Menandro); and a number in the peristyle, a covered porch, at the House of the Lovers (Casa degli Amanti). With few signs of ash or carbon in the majority of them, this suggests that they had been laid out in preparation for autumn.


Agricultural evidence also backs up a later date as the harvest was traditionally collected in the second half of September. There is evidence from several farms that the grape harvest had been collected and that the wine production was underway. More to the point, a warehouse (conventionally called Villa B) in Oplontis, another of the towns destroyed by Vesuvius, was storing piles of pomegranates. Their harvest tends to run from October to February. Traditional autumn produce of pinecones, walnuts and figs have also been found in Herculaneum, although they are not necessarily specific to 79 CE.


Convincing evidence also comes from vulcanologists and the pattern of deposits from the volcano itself. Researchers have looked at eight previous eruptions of Vesuvius. Six of these deposited rock fragments and earth to the east and north-east of the volcano. The other two – including the eruption in 79 CE – deposited ash and rock in a south-south-east direction. Researchers compiled high-level wind data from the weather stations of the Aereonautica Militare data centres at Pratica di Mare in Rome and Brindisi to argue that high-altitude winds should have been blowing west-north-west in August. The fact that they were not points to a time of year between October and June.21


But the often-fractious debate appears to have been settled once and for all after the discovery in October 2018 of a charcoal inscription in Pompeii which refers to 17 October. Found in the atrium of a house in Regio V that was in the process of being renovated, it seems to have been a note made by one of the builders. And although no year is given, the fact that the note was made with something as impermanent and as easily wiped as charcoal suggests that it dates to 79 CE and was made only a week before Vesuvius erupted.22


Now, without further ado, let’s look at the town of Herculaneum.









1


PORTIA


[image: ]




Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,


Their sober wishes never learned to stray;


Along the cool sequestered vale of life


They kept the noiseless tenor of their way.


Thomas Gray, ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’.





Portia is running across the Terrace of Marcus Nonius Balbus (La Terraza di M. Nonio Balbo). She may even skim her hand across the recently erected altar to Balbus as she runs past. She doesn’t pay it too much attention. Balbus is part of the town’s permanent background, and his presence dominates Herculaneum even more than what would become the obligatory statue of a Victorian philanthropist in the centre of British towns. He was the town’s main benefactor, an honorary citizen and the classic example of a big fish in a small pond.


Of light build, she is in her early fifties and visibly so. Although Luigi Capasso, who carried out the pathological study of all the human victims of Vesuvius in Herculaneum, calls her ‘the old lady’ (‘la vecchia damina’), she is in good physical condition. There are few signs of arthritis, and she doesn’t look like a lady who has had to work physically hard for a living. Although she has lost only a couple of teeth, the most obvious sign of ageing can be seen when she smiles. Her teeth are described as ‘heavily worn’, thanks to the inevitable wearing down that age entails.


She is late. Although many people have already made it down the steep steps to the boat sheds, she has been delayed. She has either been distracted securing her house or, quite simply, she has forgotten something. But caught up in the pyroclastic flow, she becomes one of the first people to die in Herculaneum.


When it hits the town, she is killed instantly. The force is such that her body is blown off the terrace and lands on the beach.


The devastation of that flow is hard to describe, but a sense can be given from modern film. In 1991, the eruption of the Unzen volcano in Japan was caught on camera. A clip shows a suited man running for his life followed by a red fire engine, ahead of the all-encompassing flow. Neither they nor the camera crew survived.


‘Portia had a great fall. I’d bet she was flung from up in the town. She clearly landed on her face from some distance. There are roof tiles beneath her. Her thigh bone was thrust up to her clavicle,’ writes Sara Bisel, the anthropologist and archaeologist who nicknamed her Portia.1


When she was uncovered, her skeleton was in a jumbled and fragmentary state. Her remains were found in front of the boat sheds, not too far away from the Soldier and in front of the Sacred Area. Although it cannot be said with any certainty where she was when the pyroclastic flow hit the town, the state of her remains suggests that she had been thrown from a great height and from the town itself.2


***


Consider a naked and unsteady Hercules. A statuette found in the House of the Stags (Casa dei Cervi), for me, characterises the city. At first glance, it looks like a middle-aged rugby player gone to seed and in denial about his pot belly. Hercules stands completely naked apart from his famous club, wielded like a builder with a length of guttering. More security blanket than a trophy, the skin of the Nemean lion is slung casually over his shoulder. While your eyes are first drawn to Hercules’ distended stomach, you follow his eyes as our ageing hero looks in drunken confusion at his distinctly mediocre manhood.


Hercules’ sole focus is on remaining upright. His legs are slightly too far apart as he steadies himself. A Falstaff figure, it is a laugh-out-loud funny image. But like the town of Herculaneum itself, there is more to The Drunken Hercules (Hercules Ubriaco) than first meets the eye.


Rather than a humorous drunk, it is instead a sinister image of a sexual predator. The statue has been identified as capturing Hercules just after he had defeated the treacherous robber, Syleus of Elis. A lesser-known episode in the Greek ‘hero’s’ life, it was dramatised by the Greek playwright Euripides in his bawdy, satiric comedy Syleus. A bandit who forced passers-by to work in his vineyards in the Greek port town of Aulis, Hercules turned the tables on Syleus. He sat down to a massive banquet, wrecked the man’s estate and then killed him with his own hoe. Hercules then, according to Euripides’ fragmentary play, raped the man’s daughter.3 What the Hercules statue is actually doing is encouraging himself to rise to the occasion.


It is hard to get away from Hercules, the greatest and, to modern eyes at least, one of the most unappealing of the Greek heroes, in Herculaneum. If you keep your eyes open, Easter eggs of him can be spotted everywhere. He is a feature of all the public buildings found so far and appears in some form in private buildings, frescoes and statues. So entrenched was the idea of Hercules that numerous statuettes of him have been found, he appears in household shrines and is engraved on many gems.


He appears on jewellery too. Take the heavy gold Hercules bracelet found by Bourbon tunnellers; called cuniculi or little rabbits, they were labourers hired by the Bourbon kings in Naples in the eighteenth century to dig for statues, frescoes and other precious objects in the town. The bracelet itself is made up of two stylised versions of Hercules’ club, which terminate in two lions’ heads. Although the find spot is unknown, it came from one of the richer houses in Herculaneum. ‘This bracelet of exceptional size was clearly meant to be an impressive piece that advertised its owner’s wealth and status through both its form and, more importantly, the deity it cited,’ writes one scholar.4 His face even adorns one of the three public water fountains in the town – the Hercules Fountain – that Portia would probably have used.


It is perhaps unfair to complain too much. He did, after all, found the city. ‘After Hercules had settled everything in Italy according to his desire, he founded a small city named after him where his fleet anchored. It is now inhabited by the Romans and lies between Naples and Pompeii, offering secure harbourage in all seasons,’ writes Dionysius of Halicarnassus.5 Completed during the reign of Augustus, the Greek historian’s Roman Antiquities was an attempt to show, or perhaps more accurately, an attempt to prove that the Romans were the natural heirs of the Greeks. This is a theme that reoccurs in much of the city’s art.


Hercules’ Tenth Labour – part of the series of twelve tasks that the son of Zeus performed in penance for the murder of six of his sons and two of his nephews – was particularly thuggish. Hercules travelled to the western end of the Mediterranean to steal the cattle of Geryon, a giant with three heads, six hands and three bodies. Brutishly, the demigod beat both the herdsman and his two-headed guard dog to death with his club before killing the giant himself with a single arrow shot sideways through three bodies. As if that were not enough, he also fired at and injured the goddess Hera, who had come to help Geryon, before capturing the livestock.


On his way back through Europe, Hercules drove the cattle through Spain and over the Pyrenees via France to Italy. After a brief stop in what became Rome to fight with another giant who had stolen a couple of the bulls (this time a fire-breathing son of Hephaestus), Hercules paused for a rest in Campania. Here he founded both Herculaneum and Pompeii. The former took his name and the latter was named for the triumphal procession – in Latin, a pompa – he made to celebrate his victories.6


Less semi-divinely ordained, the region was settled by the Greeks. They appeared on the island of Ischia and then in Cumae as early as the eighth century BCE and began to populate Campania over the next couple of centuries. Certainly, Naples and Puteoli were thriving by the end of the seventh century BCE. Plausible traces of the first port of Naples, close to the Castel dell’Ovo, were discovered in March 2018 in the form of tunnels that might have been used to moor boats as well as a rutted sector of road.7 In the years that followed, the Greeks settled in Pompeii and in Stabiae.
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