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Introduction


Risks and side-effects


 


I didn’t know that visitors to Pompeii regularly suffer heart attacks, some with fatal consequences, until I was quietly told so by an experienced employee. This was a few weeks after I’d taken up my role as director of the UNESCO World Heritage Site and since then we’ve ramped up the emergency medical provision in the ancient city. An average of 600 people require treatment each year, twenty per cent of whom suffer heart and circulation problems. These cases are usually put down to the hot weather. But is that the only reason?


In 2018 one visitor to the Uffizi Gallery in Florence suffered a heart attack in front of Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus in a fully air-conditioned room. The media speculated that this might be a case of Stendhal syndrome, named after the French writer who in 1817 visited the Basilica di Santa Croce in Florence and experienced a sort of ecstasy when confronted by all the church’s art and history. In the 1970s the Florentine psychiatrist Graziella Magherini detected similar symptoms in tourists to the city. ‘Stendhal syndrome’ was born.1 As it’s not recognised as an official medical condition, the list of symptoms is open-ended. Apart from heart attacks, these include: palpitations, breathing difficulties and hyperventilation, fainting, giddiness, sweating, nausea and hallucinations.


So far, I have been spared. But there are some places in Pompeii where I spy potential dangers. These include the Orto dei Fuggiaschi, the ‘Garden of the Fugitives’, on the southern fringes of the ancient city. Here archaeologists discovered thirteen victims of the volcanic eruption that, on an autumn day in 79 CE, buried Pompeii beneath a metre-thick layer of ashes. Around 7.30 in the morning, almost twenty hours after the beginning of the eruption, they died trying to escape the city. Struck by a wave of heat of around 200 degrees Celsius, surging from the nearby volcano of Vesuvius at almost 100 kilometres per hour, they were knocked to the floor. Several of them are holding up their hands to protect their faces, while one man is summoning the last of his strength trying to get to his feet. A small boy is clutching his chest, impotent against the force of the shockwave of dust and ash that enveloped him. He almost seems to be sleeping, his mouth slightly open.


These are thirteen of the 1,300 victims of the eruption excavated to date in Pompeii. But thirteen whose facial features, clothes, physiques we know precisely, as if they’d been dead just a few hours. Ash and dust hardened around their bodies, which decomposed, leaving a cavity in the ground.


When excavators came across these cavities between April and June 1961, they filled them with plaster. And so, after nineteen centuries, the casts of these people are before us once more. Or rather than casts, are they actually the individuals themselves? How should we deal with such ‘finds’? And what does the way we deal with them say about ourselves?


In Pompeii questions like these sometimes arise specifically. For example, when I’m showing a group of potential sponsors from the Naples Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI) around Pompeii, which I did a few weeks after my arrival. Here they are again, those expectant faces, who seem to be saying, ‘Come on, tell us why we’re actually here. Prove to us it was worth the journey.’ Should I include the children, women and men from the ‘Garden of the Fugitives’ in my tour, try to share my emotions with the people from the CCI? Or would that be a kind of betrayal? If I spoke about the thirteen victims, would I be divulging something intimate about myself too? If one of the visitors were struck down by Stendhal syndrome, wouldn’t that make me partially responsible?


This book answers ‘Yes!’ to all of these questions. For in my career as an archaeologist, from tourist guide at Berlin’s Pergamon Museum during my student days all the way to Pompeii, I’ve realised that Stendhal syndrome isn’t the problem. Statistically, heart attacks and other medical emergencies don’t occur more frequently in Pompeii than in your average pedestrian zone. The problem is a different one; let’s call it collector syndrome.


[image: clip0001]


The collector views everything from the perspective of possession. Would that be a good addition to my collection? Does someone else have more than me? A constant weighing up, accumulating, comparing, assessing, judging. They see the world as a sort of warehouse where the aim is to fill their trolley to the brim, so far as their credit card allows.


Time and again I’ve met people who own collections of antiquities and, believe me, I haven’t envied a single one of them. On the contrary I’ve pitied them for reducing such a wonderful thing as archaeology to a pile of possessions. But collector syndrome isn’t restricted to collectors of antiquities. We all suffer from it to a certain degree; it’s simply a manifestation of our materialistic world.


A study has shown that two of the most important motivations for visiting a museum are the accumulation of knowledge and of experience.2 If you read more closely, it turns out that ‘accumulating experience’ means ticking things off: visit Pompeii – done! The experiences that need to be ticked off are selected on the basis of what people hear or read. In other words, this group is going where you have to have visited. You work your way through a list. What? Never been to the Louvre? Get down there quick, otherwise you’re not a whole person/archaeologist/art historian. Collector syndrome means you live in the awareness that there’s still somewhere you have to go, something else you have to become, something else you need to get your hands on, whether it be knowledge, experience or possession.


I would go so far as to say that this collecting is the strongest motive – judging, at least, by the majority of visitors I’ve met as a guide in archaeological museums and parks. First and foremost they want to know why that place is on their list.


The need to tick things off is, of course, brilliantly sustained by social media. My grandparents would have thought it highly amusing that people film things before they even look at them. But these days we’re so used to it. It’s also perfectly fine; I mean, we don’t want to start telling people what to do.


But it’s quite different when it comes to another symptom of collector syndrome: people taking things away with them. Every week packets and parcels arrive at Pompeii containing pumice, mosaic tesserae or sherds that someone has pinched. The remorse comes years, sometimes decades later – the downside of collecting is that what people accumulate eventually proves to be a burden. In Pompeii, moreover, there’s a legend going around that walking off with such objects – which, by the way, is a prosecutable offence – brings bad luck. Many a rueful collector accompanies their returned goods with a list of misfortunes, some of which are quite touching. I’ve read about divorces, job dismissals and even cancer diagnoses. Here’s an example from summer 2022:


 


Dear museum manager,


I am a rock collector and everywhere I go I pick up a rock or a small stone. So when I went to Pompeii in 2012 I picked up these and a little piece of ceramic I found on the floor.


A while ago I read an article in CNN and also in The Lonely Planet where they talk about people returning the stones they took because they brought them bad luck. Since then I’ve been haunted by these stories.


I began going back in time and I definitely feel that since 2012 things in my life & career haven’t been working well. I am even going through complicated health issues up to now.


I don’t know if the ‘curse’ is true or not, but I decided to send back these objects to where they belong.


 


To which group would Stendhal have belonged? Definitely not a group of collectors; during his life he was a restless wayfarer with little space for clutter, be it material or intellectual. We can also rule out another group, which according to the study is relatively large – those who go to museums to please their partners – to say nothing of those whose principal reason for the visit is to use the lavatory. (They do indeed constitute a group, albeit a reassuringly small one.)


Stendhal would have fitted best in the group that experts describe as ‘spiritual pilgrims’.3 They visit a museum or archaeological park to refuel, to get to know themselves better, find inspiration and a sense of freedom. To discover something new, like a child, for the first time. Not working through the highlights as defined by others, but trusting their own perception. In this way a museum visit can indeed become a spiritual experience. Because the point is to transcend yourself. Stendhal spoke of ‘heavenly feelings’ that accompany a total ‘exhaustion’ of the self.4 That might sound a bit pompous today, but was common parlance at the time when it came to spiritual matters. In Buddhist terminology it might be the ‘first state of absorption’.


Here’s a note of warning: certain side-effects cannot be ruled out, even if the health consequences of enjoying art, as we have seen, are scientifically disputed. But art and archaeology have a lot to do with pain, loss, death and violence, just like our personal histories. In Pompeii, the city that was ‘buried alive’ by Vesuvius in 79 CE, this can be felt more clearly than elsewhere. When I contemplate the plaster casts of children killed in the catastrophe, even after many years in archaeology, for which such objects are ‘treasure troves’, the academic in me switches off. A five-year-old boy, hit by a 200-degree wave of dust and ash, after eighteen hours of pumice rain and darkness, speaks to the deeply rooted fear of the child in me: the fear of being abandoned in my hour of greatest need. Mummy and Daddy couldn’t do any more; they were fighting to save their own lives.


On the other hand, no academic description can capture the moment of happiness when Christopher Clark, in Pompeii to film a documentary, and I stumbled over the small sculpture of a young fisherman asleep. Because his hooded coat is so short he has curled himself up to keep warm, as my eight-year-old son sometimes does. His water jug has toppled over and a rat is nibbling away at something inside his basket on the ground. In the middle of the filming routine it was like a greeting from our inner sun child. On the spur of the moment we decided to include the sculpture in the documentary.


I recall two sentences from Stendhal’s description of his Florentine experience, which say far more than the oft-cited heart-thumping and giddiness he felt on his way out of the church: ‘. . . it all speaks vividly to my soul! Ah! If only I could forget!’5


Why forget? I don’t know for sure, but I suspect it means that this sort of experience isn’t collectable and can’t be filed away. Nor can you plan it like a restaurant visit. But, most of all, that our prior knowledge is more of a hindrance than a help, and that it’s better forgotten for the moment in question. Such an encounter, between you and the artwork, happens in that moment and then it’s over. What remains isn’t definable knowledge, it’s not a tick on the to-do list, but merely a fleeting escape from the prison of the present. Objects and artworks created hundreds or even thousands of years ago suddenly speak to us – if we listen. The group of ‘spiritual pilgrims’ include those who visit museums to listen in this way, and thereby risk developing Stendhal syndrome.


All of us are able to join this group. From the standpoint of psychologists who focus on museums, it’s quite simple: try it for yourself. If you go to a museum, imagine somebody doing a survey and asking what you’re expecting from your visit. Your answer: That it will speak to my soul!
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It’s not that simple, of course. Maybe the psychology student handing out the questionnaires won’t understand the literary reference and will think you’re an uncooperative sort, just trying to be funny. That’s why I wrote this book. It begins where I believe the root of the problem lies. Those who make pilgrimages to cultural sites need an engine to drive them on. Something to attract them, just as Stendhal was attracted to Italy, the land he kept returning to.


Everyone has such an engine, but I admit that we archaeologists and art historians do little to crank it up. In truth, we are often unsure about what gives us the energy to study broken amphorae or fragments of inscriptions year in, year out. And so we drift into the mere accumulation of factual knowledge and references. It should come as a surprise to no one, therefore, if the public gets bogged down in collecting too.


Take the following scenario. A young person enrols at the department of archaeology in the hope that ‘everything will speak vividly to their soul’. At the university there is no talk of soul, however. Instead it’s all about collecting: study credits, certificates and catalogues. In archaeology we make catalogues of everything: vases, sarcophagi, subjects of paintings, types of buildings, but also nails, bits of iron slag and roof tiles that have been found on digs. Later, at the PhD stage, it’s important to accumulate a few publications, because that’s crucial for future career prospects. If you make it to the next level, it continues in the same vein. Now external funding becomes essential, i.e. money from the European Union or other institutions for projects with which you can apply for a chair. For when assessing candidates, the amount of external funding they’ve accumulated is critical.


By this stage, anyone who can still remember the things that ‘speak vividly to their soul’ will in most cases have learned to keep these to themselves; they’re private, unacademic, childish, perhaps a bit embarrassing too. And thus, what was originally the engine is regarded in academia as unimportant or is even hidden: the engine is kept beneath the bonnet, or hood. And so we teach successive generations to accumulate publications and external funding, and to devise projects for academic exhibitions and museums, without paying much thought to feelings, let alone heavenly ones.


OK, I realise that all of this is a bit exaggerated and no doubt slightly unfair too. I had some fantastic teachers who gave me plenty of inspiration, openness and soul. But that wasn’t the mainstream; anyone who does things differently often finds themselves swimming against the tide.


Explaining a work of art, an ancient city or an entire culture is like planting a seed. You can perfect the technique of sowing, you can water, fertilise, tend and nurture. But it needs something else to succeed: fertile ground. The fertile ground is your audience’s capacity to let this seed grow. Without that, all efforts are useless. In the science of communicating art (museology) the fertile ground is usually seen as something beyond our control. We try to configure everything possible, from the lighting to the captions, but we take the visitors as they are. Just like businesses take their customers as a given. And that’s what they are. No museum or archaeological park should ever consider selecting its public. Everyone is welcome.


We need to begin with ourselves. That’s why I’ve decided in this book to lift the lid. Using Pompeii as an example, I will explain what spurs on an archaeologist like me to devote myself to this place with my heart and soul – from the lavatories (no joke, we’ve had dissatisfied visitors who’ve written to the minister of culture on this very topic) to the most recent excavations that continue to add new and occasionally surprising angles to our view of the ancient city.
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What this book is about is nothing new, by the way. It’s just that experts rarely talk about it among themselves. Seen from the outside, it’s astonishing how seldom in universities and museums the objective pseudo-surface is broken to reveal what drives us emotionally, what ‘speaks to our soul’. Obviously this won’t find its way into project proposals or specialist publications, but the fact that colleagues rarely discuss it is a bit strange. After all, we’re not talking about quantum mechanics here, but human communication and experience, because art history and archaeology are about nothing else.


In itself, the floorplan of a temple is of no interest whatsoever if it doesn’t help reconstruct the aesthetic, religious, social and emotional experience that the builders and architects were trying to convey. Seen from this angle, there is a world in every building. And the point of reconstructing this world is to broaden our own world a little, maybe even to put it into perspective; another world is possible, change is possible. Things have transformed, sometimes radically, and will do so in the future too.


Despite this, there are all manner of specialist books full of temple floorplans, but which neglect to mention the world of experience pertaining to these buildings. And surprisingly, there are also authors of such books who would never enquire about their own emotional response to a temple, or that of visitors in antiquity. As if the mere compilation and comparison of floorplans had a purpose in itself that would be positively approved by some superior accounting authority. The fact that one temple had 6 × 13 columns and another 6 × 14 isn’t an insight, let alone an academic one; it’s just numbers. But it’s what you’ll read in some guidebooks, even though tourists standing by the temple can count for themselves. It would be more interesting to explain what went on inside these columned buildings, but many people think that’s suspiciously speculative.


If you climb the tall steps of an ancient Greek temple, your body will tell you that these buildings weren’t made for human dimensions. The threshold to the inner area of the Temple of Neptune in Paestum, built in the fifth century BCE, is 82 centimetres high. Here the architecture conveys in a physically tangible way that it was built on a divine scale. The Greek temple is conceived as a ‘house of the deity’ who ‘lives’ inside it. This only became clear to me when, as director of the archaeological park of Paestum, where I worked before moving to Pompeii, I had access to the inner area of the temple. That was back in 2015. The decision was then taken to make the interiors of the temples, which at the time were closed to the public, accessible to visitors – in the case of the temple known as the ‘Basilica’, people were free to walk around it without any barriers, the first and only instance in a ruin of this kind.


In Pompeii too, every day when I’m not travelling for work I try to spend some time among the 2,000-year-old houses. If this doesn’t happen in the course of my working day, because I have a meeting at one of the many restoration sites or a tour, I will take a walk in the evening and get the security guards to open locked houses for a few minutes. On these apparently unproductive, but (or maybe for this reason?) inspiring strolls I often get new ideas, and new perspectives suddenly open up.


During my studies we almost never touched on such things. I arrived at the Humboldt University in Berlin imagining that I’d be among people who shared my enthusiasm for antiquity. But if they did, most of them hid it really well. In seminars and chats outside of the classroom it was mostly a case of people boasting about their factual knowledge. When the eminent professor of archaeology Luca Giuliani came from Munich to Berlin and re-enacted the statue of the Dying Gaul in a guest lecture – he actually sat on the floor in this pose – to show that the figure’s attempt to push himself back up with his right hand is doomed to failure for anatomical–physical reasons that anyone can try out for themselves, it was like an epiphany. All the same, I wrote my final paper on something quite different: latrines and sewage systems in ancient Greek cities. My conclusion was that these didn’t exist in the time of classical Greece and that we have to imagine the streets of ancient Athens and other artistic centres as open-air cesspits. The only exceptions to this were the shrines and temples, as the boundary between dirty and clean had a religious basis. Looking back, I can see that I was trying to rebel against a whitewashed picture of classical antiquity. Which means it was a sort of revolt against the establishment, and indeed it wasn’t long before I received reactions from some professors who didn’t want to hear what I had to say.


But that’s not the point. The example merely highlights that emotional drivers have a role in one’s choice of subject, one’s approach and the reactions. I found it fascinating to imagine the Acropolis preserved by all manner of proscriptions, rules and architectural barriers as an island of purity in a city abounding in filth and stench. One inscription has survived, banning cowpats from the sanctuary; how animals were made to refrain from defecating is unknown. At the time I never talked about what had prompted me to embark on this subject, neither to my tutor nor to anyone else. Many things only became clear in hindsight.


This book investigates why we are interested in antiquity and what antiquity says about us. What makes the archaeological discoveries sometimes reported on in the media significant? To find this out we must allow ourselves to get in touch with our personal stories and emotional drivers. Without these there would be no archaeology, no art history or even history; they simply wouldn’t make any sense. Stendhal knew this and deep down all of us know it too. We just have to understand that the past has at least as much to do with our own challenges and influences. We must realise that we’re the product of the past, the decisions people have taken, sometimes centuries ago, but also that the decisions we make about telling history in a particular way construct the present and the future. Seen this way, the past isn’t finished. We, who keep telling and discovering the past, are in the middle of it. Interbeing, we could call it, after the Zen Buddhist monk and teacher Thich Nhat Hanh. There’s no sure formula for this, but I’ll try to explain it using my work in Pompeii as an example. Here’s a clue: it’s got nothing to do with the number of columns.










CHAPTER ONE


What is it about classical art?


 


 


‘Do they really mean me?’ was one of the many questions that shot through my mind when, one rainy afternoon in February 2021, the phone rang in my office in Paestum and on the line was the Italian ministry of culture. The previous week I’d been one of ten candidates in Rome presenting my ideas for running Pompeii to the selection panel. That was a Thursday. After the interviews the panel had submitted three names to the culture minister, who would have the final say over the appointment. But this is a strictly secret process; you only find out afterwards who made it to the last round. Nonetheless my heart started pounding when the call came. Rejections don’t usually come by phone, but in a friendly email wishing you all the best for your future career. The conversation was fairly short. ‘I appoint you director of Pompeii,’ the minister said, adding that I’d be able to count on the support of the ministry. And something else: not a word to anybody until the official presentation three days later in the Colosseum in Rome.


After hanging up (I’d said: farò del mio meglio, ‘I’ll do my best’) I felt giddy. I went outside to the temple ruins in Paestum where it was already getting dark. Pompeii! For classical archaeology (i.e. the archaeology that deals with ancient Greece and Rome) this is roughly the equivalent of the Vatican for the Catholic Church. A place that had played a crucial role in developing modern archaeology and excavation techniques. But also an extremely fragile place. Two-thousand-year-old walls, whose builders could never have dreamed that they’d still be standing today, many covered with stucco and frescoes that – like modern wallpaper – were renewed according to the current fashion. All of this is subject to the weather and streams of tourists, some parts for more than 200 years (the excavations in Pompeii began in 1748). Pompeii thus presents a huge challenge for heritage conservation, a responsibility that is passed from generation to generation like a delicate heirloom that needs protecting.


Most of all, however, Pompeii offers us a unique profile of a provincial city in the ancient Roman world. With its houses, shops, bakeries, brothels, pubs, fountains, squares, temples and cemeteries (which in antiquity always lay outside the city walls) Pompeii is an immeasurably rich source for archaeology.


What is exceptional about Pompeii is that we find things such as statues, paintings, domestic and temple architecture, as well as simple everyday objects, in their ancient context and not, as is usually the case, in so-called secondary contexts. ‘Secondary’ is the archaeological context of an object when it’s no longer where it belongs after use, either because it was thrown away or because after the abandonment of a settlement, ‘post-depositional processes’ such as weather, decay, flooding or construction work have meant that many centuries later the excavators are presented with a rather confusing picture. A cooking pot, for example, belongs either on a stove or a kitchen shelf. Most pots, however, which in antiquity were often ceramic because metal was expensive and difficult to work, are not excavated from kitchens, but found as shards on rubbish heaps or as infill along with all manner of refuse.


In Pompeii, by contrast, excavations have actually uncovered a whole host of pots on stoves, loaves in ovens, coins in tills and even unmade beds in bedrooms. In archaeology this is sometimes referred to as the ‘Pompeii Effect’. On the day that Mount Vesuvius erupted the city was frozen, so to speak, offering a unique opportunity for modern archaeology to plunge into the ancient world.
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My doubts as to whether the minister was sure he’d picked the right candidate probably stemmed from the fact that, if I’m being honest, the ‘classical’ part of classical antiquity has never really interested me. ‘What’s somebody like that doing in Pompeii?’ you may ask. After all, alongside Athens and Rome, it is the UNESCO site where classical antiquity isn’t just present but positively celebrated. This book might provide an answer, but one that cannot be clear and unequivocal because our relationship to classical tradition is in many ways double-edged, similar to that between parents and children. We owe it a great deal, but it has also burdened us with much that we’ll be trying to rid ourselves of for a long time yet. And like the parent–child relationship, our connection to the ‘classical’ tends to be emotional. I’m no exception in this regard. This is probably because, even as a child, I felt that a ‘classical education’ was less of a selfless search for truth and beauty, and more a social exclusion mechanism. You have to be able to afford such an education: piano lessons, family trips to places like Pompeii, Athens or Paris, university . . . What’s more, does anyone seriously believe that selection in various school systems is purely objective, based on the abilities and achievement of pupils? It’s still the case that more children of graduates attend selective schools, whereas children from so-called educationally disadvantaged families are more likely to go to non-selective ones.


I myself went to a German Gymnasium (the most academic level of secondary education) and, yes, had piano lessons for a few years with my father, who earned his living as a piano teacher. But for a child of divorced parents in rural Upper Swabia – mother a nurse, father an ‘artist’ (very suspicious) – a classical education was above all something that subliminally seemed to govern access to the world of ‘respectable people’.


In our village we were one of the first families with divorced parents. As our mother didn’t come home from work until the afternoon, public-spirited parents of our schoolfriends invited my sister and me to lunch on certain weekdays. We would sit there shyly with the ‘respectable people’ from whom we were separated by an invisible social divide (a culinary one too: in the kitchen my mother wasn’t a patch on the Swabian housewives, of course). We children realised, however, that there was a possibility of securing approval, and that was through ‘culture’. When I played something on the piano or, even better, accompanied the church choir, teachers and parents thought that was great. And when I buckled down at school I could hope that our mother, who was permanently worried about our finances, could come home beaming from parents’ evening and say: I’m so proud of you! When parents of my fellow pupils paid me to give Latin coaching, one paterfamilias, who was on the board of a charitable foundation, tapped me on the shoulder and called me ‘Herr Professor’. He probably imagined that an academic career might be my point of entry into ‘polite society’.


My embracing a classical education and classical music was in many ways linked to our family circumstances rather than to art in the noble sense of the word. Of course, I wasn’t fully aware of this at the time and these weren’t the only reasons that motivated me to read the ‘classics’, play the piano or learn Latin. There was something else, a revolutionary, transformational potential of ‘classical’ art, but I didn’t realise this until much later. For a long time classical culture seemed to be an educational canon prescribed from on high, which one simply had to engage with. Beethoven was a must, though blues was more fun. And what was dreamy about Schumann’s Träumerei (Dreaming), which I encountered in piano lessons? To my mind it was as stuffy as the geraniums on my godmother’s balcony. Compared to Laozi, I found Socrates boring and his endless questioning irritating. Instead of burying myself in Gustav Schwab’s Sagen des klassischen Altertums (‘Legends of the Classical Age’), which stood on my mother’s bookshelf, I preferred to read the myths of the indigenous peoples of North America. Few works of art seemed to be as meaningless as the Apollo Belvedere, which Johann Joachim Winckelmann, the founder of classical archaeology, hyped in the eighteenth century as the ideal of classical beauty. I was baffled by what was supposed to be beautiful, let alone moving, about a naked man in sandals, who reminded me of the naturists on the beach I found so embarrassing. On our school trip to Rome I preferred exploring the winding ghetto, the mediaeval Jewish quarter on the banks of the Tiber, than the ancient Forum Romanum, which came across as disappointingly small and straightforward. And much more fascinating to me than a classical temple in all its symmetry and transparency were the old farmhouses crouched on the Upper Swabian hills, in which centuries-old secrets seemed to lie dormant. A far cry from the urban residences of Pompeii with their colourful stucco, imitating Greek marble and preserved in all colours and shades thanks to the ‘Pompeii Effect’. Or maybe not? Are the two actually closer than they appear?
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How does the Pompeii Effect come about? How precisely do we have to imagine the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, which preserved for us so incomparably a city in the classical world, including loaves in ovens and pots on stoves? This question is not that simple to answer.


On the one hand we are helped by ancient text sources, especially two letters that Pliny the Younger wrote to the historian Tacitus. In these he described how his uncle, Pliny the Elder, a naval commander stationed in Misenum (to the west of Naples), set sail in a ship, initially to watch the natural spectacle at close quarters (besides being a high-ranking Roman official, Pliny’s uncle was also a passionate researcher whose thirty-seven-volume Natural History has survived). Then, when he realised the seriousness of the situation, he sought to help the people in distress, dying himself during the disaster. Overweight and with breathing difficulties, he took his last gasp on the beach of Stabiae, not far from Pompeii, where he was trying to escape by boat with friends, which was thwarted by the sea swells caused by the volcanic eruption. When, as his nephew Pliny the Younger says, the general’s body was found on the ‘third day’ after the beginning of the catastrophe, he appeared ‘intact . . . looking like a sleeping man rather than a dead one’.6 These days we would say ‘two days later’ rather than ‘on the third day’. The ancient Romans and Greeks always included the first day when they counted, which is why it says in the New Testament that Jesus rose from the dead on the third day, i.e. the Sunday after Good Friday.
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