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Q: Do we know how and
when Pompeii was destroyed?

A: The only eyewitness account of the 
eruption that we have comes from Pliny 
the Younger (the nephew of naturalist 
and naval commander Pliny the Elder), 
via letters that he wrote 17 years after 
the disaster, describing the eruption of 
Vesuvius. And it is from him that we get  
a timeline of what happened during 
those fateful days. 

There had been earth tremors in the 
days leading up to the eruption, but no 
one seems to have paid much attention 
to them. Vesuvius had last erupted in 
something like 1600 BC, so when it 
emitted a huge plume of ash and volcanic 
debris into the sky, no one had any idea 

what was happening. Over the next 
18 hours or so, pumice stones rained 
down from the cloud, filling the streets 
and houses, and by the next morning, 
the huge column of ash had collapsed, 
and incredibly fast-moving clouds of 
stone and ash and gases (now known as 
pyroclastic surges) started racing down 
the sides of Vesuvius at speeds of 200mph 
and temperatures of 300°C. Anyone who 
hadn’t left Pompeii by that point would 
have had no hope of survival, and it is this 
that finally buried and destroyed the city.

The precise date of the eruption is 
harder to pin down and there is still 
much debate. What we have of Pliny’s 
original letters are various copies created 
by scribes in the medieval period. The 
best surviving copy gives the date of the 

eruption as 24 August, and this is the 
date that is most often used. But there  
are other copies that cite different  
dates: 24 October, 20 November and  
3 December are among other dates given. 
In fact, the archaeological evidence 
suggests that the eruption took place later 
in the year. Carbonised pomegranates – a 
fruit that ripens in the autumn – have 
been found in both Pompeii and at 
Oplontis, just outside the city, and there 
is also evidence of grape pressing taking 
place, an activity that also occurred 
later in the year. So, it’s likely that the 
eruption happened later than August, 
but we simply don’t know for sure, other 
than that it happened in AD 79. 

Q: How many people died
as a result of the eruption?

This is another question that is difficult 
to answer accurately. So far, around 
1,200 skeletons have been found, and 
of those, 100 or so have been made into 
plaster casts. It’s thought that the city’s 

population was probably 
around 10,000–

15,000 at 

Dr Sophie Hay answers key questions about the doomed Roman  
city and the ongoing efforts to understand the lives of its residents

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII FEATURE NAME HERE

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT 

POMPEII

the time of the eruption, so, considering 
the 1,200 bodies we do have and the fact 
that around a third of Pompeii is yet to 
be excavated, it does seem that a lot of 
people did manage to get away.

Q: Do we know anything
about the survivors?

A: A few years ago, a study was carried 
out to try and match family names 
that were distinctive to Pompeii and 
Herculaneum and see if these names 
showed up elsewhere after AD 79. It was 
by no means a foolproof method, but it is 
the best attempt to date to try and trace 
survivors of the eruption. 

What the study found was that those 
who did escape didn’t go very far. There 
are name correlations in Cumae, just 
west of Naples, and a lot of people 
seem to have settled in the Bay  
of Naples area – only around  
30 miles from Pompeii. Today it’s a 
very different story – when I lived 
in Pompeii, I received letters telling 
me that in the event of an eruption, 
residents would be transported up to 
Genoa, in the north of Italy! 

“PEOPLE RETURNED AND
TUNNELLED INTO THEIR
HOUSES, PROBABLY TO

RETRIEVE POSSESSIONS”

Q: What happened in terms of
rescue work after the disaster?

A: We know from some of the sources 
that the new Roman emperor, Titus, sent 
commissioners to Pompeii to redistribute 
the land of those who had died 
without heirs to survivors who had lost 
everything. At that point, there was no 
hope of finding anyone alive in the city, 

but they seem to have had a plan 
for what happened next.

In his 80-book Roman History 
(written between AD 211-233), the 
historian Cassius Dio stated that Titus 
visited the disaster site in person,  
much like a president or prime minister 
might do today, distributing money and 
showing great compassion to the victims 
of the eruption.

We don’t have any official evidence 
to suggest that they dug for bodies or 
survivors, but we can see that people did 
return to the site and tunnelled into their 
houses, probably to retrieve possessions. 
Excavations at Pompeii have revealed 
piles of goods, such as silverware, stashed 
in corners of rooms – probably gathered 
into one place to make it easier to return 
and collect them later. 

On one house there is an inscription 
that reads Domus Pertusa, which roughly 
translates to ‘house brought out’. This 
could suggest that somebody had come 
back for their items, or that people were 
routinely going through houses to try 
and rob people of their possessions. The 
Domus Pertusa label could be saying, 
‘I’ve taken all there is from this one;  
don’t bother going in’. 

BELOW RIGHT: The 
pyroclastic surges 
emitted from Mount 
Vesuvius reached 
speeds of 200mph and 
temperatures of 300°C

BELOW LEFT: A 1785 
painting depicts Pliny  
the Younger and his 
mother at the time of 
the eruption. The man 
on the right is shown 
scolding Pliny for his 
apparent calmness

ABOVE: The skeletons of around 1,200 victims have 
been unearthed at Pompeii to date

LEFT: A portion of ceramic fragments excavated  
at the site. Many of the items found at Pompeii 
demonstrate a high level of craftsmanship

LEFT: A mirror found at Pompeii. 
Some residents stashed goods 

in the corners of rooms, 
presumably to make them 
easier to find later

RIGHT: The new emperor, Titus, 
is said to have visited the 
scene of the disaster 
in person
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Q: How important was
Pompeii before the eruption?

A: I was brought up with the idea that 
Pompeii was just another run-of-the-
mill Roman town. But the more I’ve 
worked there and the more I’ve travelled 
around the former Roman empire, the 
more I think it was pretty special. It was 
a working town, for sure. But the level of 
craftsmanship of the possessions we’ve 
found, from pots and pans to mosaics, 
and the overall infrastructure, make me 
think it was more than your average 
working town. 

Pompeii, Herculaneum and the other 
sites destroyed in AD 79 give us an 
incredible window into daily life and the 
sorts of trades in place there. We have 
launderettes, shops, bars, and the sorts of 
objects in those places, as well as houses 
with their own workshops for glass and 
metal making, for example. And we 
can see glimpses of the lives of enslaved 
people in the town; people who were 
usually ‘invisible’ but whose shackles 
have survived. And it’s all on a huge scale 
and is an amazing window into life in the 
first century AD across all social classes. 

So, the importance of Pompeii for 
historians is unquestionable, but as to 
whether we would know about the town 
had the eruption not happened is  
a question that can’t be answered really.

Q: Were the lives of Pompeii’s
women any different to
those in, say, Rome?

A: I don’t think so. I think the role of 
Roman women is often misunderstood 
anyway; if you were to just read the 
sources, you would get the impression 

that they were either promiscuous or 
domestic goddesses. But in fact, when 
you scratch the surface, we can see that 
Roman women were working. If they ran 
a household, they needed to be literate 
and have numeracy skills in order to 
manage the house accounts. And some 
did own their own businesses. One 
Pompeiian woman we do know about 
was Julia Felix, a freed woman who was 
not a member of the elite. She bought 
two insular blocks, which usually contain 
around nine or 10 houses, and joined 
them together – something that was 
unheard of – to make one of the largest 
properties in Pompeii.

I really like her – she seems to have 
been a savvy entrepreneur without the 
backing of family money. In AD 62, 
probably after the earthquake believed to 
have hit Pompeii that year, she advertised 
on the side of her building for respectable 
people to rent a series of shops and 
upstairs apartments in her property. So, 
she obviously needed to make money and 
took it upon herself to start a business 
renting out her own property. And this 
is quite unusual, as Roman law usually 
stated that women needed a guardian or 
a man to be involved.

FEATURE NAME HEREYOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII POMPEII Q&A

DR SOPHIE HAY is a freelance 
archaeologist and historical consultant 
who has spent much of her career 
studying Pompeii. She was previously 
a post-doctoral research associate at 
the University of Cambridge and an 
archaeologist working at the University 
of Southampton in collaboration with 
the British School at Rome

Q: Did the memory of Pompeii
fade after the eruption?

A: I don’t think it ever vanished from 
memory. There’s a map known as the 
Peutinger Table that is a 12th-century 
copy of a fourth-century AD Roman 
map, and on it are the names of Pompeii, 
Herculaneum, Oplontis (a possible 
imperial villa between Herculaneum 
and Pompeii) and Stabiae, which is 
further round the coast. All these names 
were still appearing 300 years after the 
eruption – people might not have known 
their exact location, but they would have 
known the area. 

Q: How much more is there
still to discover at Pompeii?

A: There is still a third of the city –  
22 hectares – that is still completely 
buried by volcanic material. Recently, 
work has been taking place on the edge 
of this unexcavated area, but there would 
never be another massive excavation to 
uncover the buried third without a very 
good cause for conservation; we need  
to manage what we already have on 
display. Pompeii went through a very bad 
period of neglect, but, thanks to a huge 
sum of money from the EU, a massive 
conservation campaign is now underway 
to try to look after what has been 
excavated and to leave that remaining 
third for future generations.

Ideas of what we can learn from the 
site have also changed a lot since the site’s 
rediscovery in 1748. We’re now looking at 

the DNA of the skeletons, 
as well as analysing food 
residue in ceramic vessels 
found in many of the city’s 
bars. For years, it was 
thought that only dried 
food was kept in these 
pots, but a couple of years 

ago bones were discovered, 
indicating that hot foods – a pork and fish 
stew – were being served in bars, which 
was against Roman law. Fifty years ago, we 
might not have had the technology to have 
found this sort of thing out, so to leave 
a third of the city unexcavated is a good 
thing; it allows future generations with 
new technologies to ask more probing 
questions. So, although I’m dying to know 
what’s beneath the last section, I’m okay 
with it not being dug in my lifetime. d
INTERVIEW: ROB ATTAR
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

“IT IS AN AMAZING
WINDOW INTO LIFE IN THE
FIRST CENTURY AD ACROSS

ALL SOCIAL CLASSES”

BELOW RIGHT: Around 
a third of Pompeii is 
still completely buried 
by volcanic material

BELOW LEFT: The 
counter of a recently 
excavated popinae or 
cauponae, where locals 
would have flocked to 
buy hot food 

ABOVE LEFT: A sign in 
nearby Herculaneum, 
advertising a local wine 
shop. The small town 
was also buried by 
Vesuvius in AD 79

ABOVE LEFT: The  
lavish home of Julia 
Felix. In AD 62  
the businesswoman 
converted parts of the 
property into shops 
and apartments for 
fellow locals to rent 

ABOVE RIGHT: A fresco 
from inside the Villa  
of Mysteries, on the 
outskirts of Pompeii, 
depicts a woman 
having her hair dressed 
by a maidservant

The Peutinger Table, based on 
a fourth-century AD Roman 
map, still shows the locations 
of Pompeii and Herculaneum

A pair of donkey-powered 
flour mills, which ground grain 
for one of Pompeii’s bakeries
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A
lthough founded around  
the sixth or fifth century 
BC – and despite its relative 
proximity to Rome – the 
town of Pompeii didn’t 

actually come under Roman rule until  
89 BC, when it was attacked by the 
general Sulla. Within a decade it had 
become an official colony, its assimilation 
into Roman ways undoubtedly 
accelerated by Sulla placing thousands  
of his war veterans, plus their families, 
in the town. Latin soon became the main 
language, while political institutions 
were remodelled along Roman lines.

Pompeii became an important 
port, with goods landing there before 
travelling north by road to Rome. With 
its narrow streets, innumerable traders 
and crowded taverns (not to mention 
the ready availability of prostitutes), 
Pompeii was a bustling, vibrant place – 
and an affluent one, too. Its location on 
the Bay of Naples attracted many rich 
residents, with villas of significant size 
dotting the landscape beyond the town 
limits. Many were the second homes of 

notable persons from Rome who chose to 
holiday in the agreeable surroundings of 
the Campania region. Those who sought 
to settle in, or frequently visit, Pompeii 
were also attracted by the town being a 
strong cultural centre, with its numerous 
other open-air theatres hosting drama 
and its amphitheatre offering more 
visceral, bloodthirsty fare. 

ELITE CONNECTIONS
Pompeii’s relative affluence wasn’t 
exclusively due to its port. The local 
economy was also strong because of the 
fertile agricultural land of this part of 
Campania. Olive groves and vineyards 
drew from the rich black soil, a 
product – ironically – of living 
beneath a giant volcano. 
What fuelled Pompeii’s 
prosperity would 
ultimately destroy it. 

Many have 
regarded Pompeii 
as resembling 
something 
of a sleepy 

backwater, a notion that the classicist 
Professor Mary Beard has been keen 
to qualify. “It was in many ways a very 
ordinary place,” she wrote in her 2008 
book Pompeii: The Life of a Roman 
Town. “But it is a feature of ordinary 
places in Roman Italy that they had close 
bonds to Rome itself. They were often 
linked by ties of patronage, support and 
protection to the highest echelons of 
the Roman elite.” After all, why would 
Pompeii be regarded as a significant 
outpost? Not only was this a lively, busy 
port bringing desirable goods into the 
region and beyond, but it was only 150 
miles south of the capital, connected by 
exceedingly usable roads.

Pompeii was, generally, seen as a 
peaceful town that had adapted well  
to Roman rule. Not that it didn’t have 
its moments. In AD 59, on the terraces 
of the amphitheatre, a riot broke out at 
the latest round of gladiatorial games. 
It was a particularly bloody skirmish, 

Pre-eruption Pompeii was a busy and affluent place to live, and 
where new building projects were transforming the local landscape

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII PRE-ERUPTION POMPEII

LIFE BEFORE THE  
CATASTROPHE

with the Pompeiians scrapping with the 
Nucerians from the neighbouring town of 
Nuceria. The casualty toll meant this was 
more than just a little local difficulty; the 
Nucerians who’d lost their loved ones in 
the vicious fighting appealed for justice 
to the emperor Nero himself.

REBUILDING EFFORTS
The peace of Pompeii would be shattered 
again a few years later when the town 
was rocked to its foundations by a 
major earthquake in AD 62 (sometimes 
recorded as having occurred in AD 63).  
It caused significant damage to Pompeii’s 
buildings, as well as claiming a sizeable 
loss of life, on account of it occurring on 
the day of a significant public feast. 

A large-scale programme of rebuilding 
was subsequently undertaken to return 
Pompeii to its pre-earthquake prestige. 
This included restoring existing public 
buildings, often to a higher spec and 
standard than before. New structures 
were also built, most notably the Central 

Baths which, aside from being designed 
on an impressively spacious scale, also 
boasted distinctly modern innovations, 
such as glass windows and heating 
in the walls. Repair work meant that 
fresh water once again flowed from 
the Southern Apennine Mountains 
to numerous public fountains across 
the town, while some of the wealthier 
Pompeiians paid for this water supply  
to be plumbed straight into their villas.

These developments meant that the 
townscape of Pompeii at the time Mount 
Vesuvius blew its top in AD 79 was a 
varied one – and one still in flux, in a 
period of rebirth. As Professor Mary 
Beard describes, “like most cities, ancient 
or modern, it was a sometimes messy 
amalgam of spanking-new building, 

esteemed antiques and artful restorations 
– as well as of the quaintly old-fashioned 
and the quietly dilapidated”. 

The undertaking of these prestigious 
building projects suggests that Pompeii 
had a keenness – an impatience, even – 
to recover swiftly after the earthquake. 
This was a town that wasn’t going to be 
left to decline, that wasn’t content with 
being a shadow of its former self. Those 
putting their hands in their pockets to 
fund its rebuilding and its regeneration 
still held Pompeii in high regard, a place 
that the wealthy elite would continue to 
reside in or retreat to.

In this semi-frenzy to reinvent the 
town, little debate seemed to be held 
about the wisdom of doing so. The 
earthquake was regarded as a once-in-
a-lifetime occurrence at worst, and any 
fear of the danger posed by another 
natural disaster didn’t linger. And, having 
not roared for hundreds of years, not a 
second thought was given to the volcano 
overlooking the town. But, less than two 
decades after the earthquake, the region’s 
geology would strike again. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

TOP LEFT: A public 
fountain, which would 
have been fed by water 
from the Southern 
Apennine Mountains

TOP RIGHT: The men’s 
caldarium (hot room)  
at the Forum Baths, 
built around the time 
Pompeii became a 
Roman colony

BOTTOM LEFT: One of 
Pompeii’s snack bars. 
The holes held jars filled 
with food

BOTTOM RIGHT: The 
peristyle garden at  
the House of Menander 
– one of Pompeii’s most 
extravagant homes

Pompeii was a vibrant commercial centre thanks 
to its busy port and fertile agricultural land 

ABOVE: A painting of a fresco showing fighting 
between Pompeiians and Nucerians in AD 59

LEFT: Sulla – shown here in bust form – attacked 
Pompeii in 89 BC, nine years before it became an 
official Roman colony

“POMPEII WAS SEEN

AS A PEACEFUL TOWN

THAT ADAPTED WELL
TO ROMAN RULE”

KEEPING IT CLEANThe residents of Pompeii sent 
their bundles of dirty laundry – 

particularly their togas – to 
venues known as fullonicae, 

where the garments would be 
cleaned and pressed. To help 

brighten the whites, the laundry was soaked  in urine.
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THE ERUPTION

POMPEII
THE 

LAST DAYS OF

We chart the terrifying events of AD 79 that saw  
Pompeii transformed from a bustling Roman city into  
an ash-covered hellscape of death and destruction...

A 19th-century painting by 
Eduardo Ettore Forti depicts 
street life in Pompeii before 

the eruption – with Vesuvius 
looming in the background
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YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII THE ERUPTION

FOUR DAYS BEFORE ERUPTION

11:00
Minor earth tremors gently shake 
Pompeii, but not enough for any of its 
citizens to stop going about their day-to-
day business in this bustling, prosperous 
city. Minor earthquakes are common here 
in the region of Campania; the residents 
barely notice. The collective opinion is 
that there’s nothing untoward about this 
morning’s seismic activity. 

This is despite the enormous and 
devastating earthquake that hit Pompeii 
in living memory. In AD 62 (sometimes 
recorded as AD 63), the city was severely 
damaged and a tenth of its 20,000-strong 
population killed. Almost all of its adult 
population will have lost at least one 
loved one or friend in that giant quake, 
but an air of possible complacency 
pervades its rebuilt streets. The markets 
are busy, the trade is brisk. Everything 
appears to be normal. 

FIRST DAY OF ERUPTION

10:00
Those minor tremors are still being felt 
across Pompeii, and have been for the 
last four days. Yet its citizens still appear 
to be unconcerned. No one is heeding 
what will later be interpreted as warning 
signs. The markets are still busy, the 
trade is still brisk. It’s another typical 
morning without note. But then comes 
lunchtime...

13:00
Shortly after noon, as residents are 
stopping to refuel, Mount Vesuvius 
roars into life. Inside the mountain, 
the pressure caused by molten rock 
– the origin of the tremors felt over 
the past few days – has grown to such 
a point that there’s no way back. It 
has to escape, and so Vesuvius erupts 

for the first time in several centuries. 
A huge column of volcanic rock and 
ash is sent soaring as high as 10 miles 
into the air. What had been a typically 
cloudless summer’s day is very quickly 
extinguished by a cloud of volcanic 
debris, spreading swiftly to block out 
the early afternoon sun. It is the darkest 
of clouds for what will be the darkest of 
days for Pompeii and its residents.

The explosion is unfathomably  
violent, unfathomably large. Each  
and every second, around 1.5 million 
tonnes of debris is being expelled from 
the depths of the mountain’s belly. At 
the same time, the vast – and growing – 
cloud is being pushed the short distance 
between Vesuvius and Pompeii by 
southeasterly winds.

Across the Bay of Naples, in the 
port of Misenum, a 17-year-old boy is 
watching the catastrophic events unfold. 
The nephew of Pliny the Elder – the 
naturalist, philosopher and author of 
the 37-volume Naturalis Historia – the 
teenager will later produce an eyewitness 

account of the tragic events, which will 
become the strongest written testimony 
of this fateful day. In Misenum, he 
watches the contents of the eruption 
fill the sky. He will note that, above 
the volcano, the cloud resembled an 
umbrella pine tree, “raised high on a 
kind of very tall trunk and spread out 
into branches”.

Pliny the Younger is currently staying 
with his namesake uncle who, as 
the serving admiral of Rome’s navy, 
instinctively decides to set sail across the 
bay. Accompanied by several oar-driven 
warships, the intention is presumably 
to execute some kind of evacuation of 
Pompeii’s population. Even if he were 
able to land close to the city (which he is 
unable to do as debris falls from the sky 
into the sea, creating dangerous floating 
islands in the shallow water), such is the 
scale of the disaster that it would be the 
tiniest, most piecemeal operation.

16:00
The cloud has travelled the five miles 
towards Pompeii and is now raining 
tens of thousands of tonnes of pumice 
down onto its citizens. Some have tried 
to escape – whether into the countryside 
or by taking to the sea – but so rapid and 
so heavy is the deluge that there’s no 
real hope for the population who remain 

inside the city. They are trapped. Many 
seek shelter in their homes – hoping to 
be protected, hoping to survive – but the 
sheer weight of the accumulated pumice 
is causing entire houses to collapse. For 
those local residents fortunate to avoid a 
direct hit, their fate is already determined 
by another development. Very soon the 
city will be smothered by thick ash, 

concealing everything and everyone. 
Over the next 24 hours, the ash and 
debris will settle on the city as much as 
three metres deep.

All the while, the eruption continues 
throughout the afternoon and evening, 
and into the night. At its peak, the surge 
from the massive volcano reaches as high 
as 20 miles into the sky. 

“SO RAPID AND SO HEAVYIS THE DELUGE THATTHERE’S NO REAL HOPEFOR THE POPULATION”

A 20th-century illustration imagines what life in Pompeii was like before the 
eruption, depicting a bustling market with people stopping to rest and refuel

LEFT: A fresco from 
Pompeii shows bread 
being handed out by  
a local politician – one 
of many fascinating 
snapshots of city life  
to have survived

ABOVE RIGHT: Street 
musicians depicted in  
an intricate mosaic 
from the Villa of Cicero

TOP RIGHT: A relief 
showing the aftermath 
of the earthquake that 
hit the city in AD 62/63

ABOVE: A c1815 textile 
shows four repeating 
scenes based on Pliny 
the Younger’s account 
of the eruption (another 
version of one scene is 
also shown on page 28)

TOP: A 1776 artwork 
depicting the view from 
across the Bay of Naples
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Despite being situated closer to the crater of 
Vesuvius, the seaside resort of Herculaneum 
benefitted from the meteorological conditions 
of the first day of the eruption. The winds were 
blowing in a southeasterly direction, which, with 
the town being located west of the volcano, left 
it comparatively free of the ashfall. Only a light 
covering of ash fell on Herculaneum, rather than 
the heavier debris that brought destruction onto 
Pompeii, and thus many of its inhabitants were 
granted safe passage away from danger. 

However, come nighttime, the town did not 
escape Vesuvius’ wrath, with the volcano unleashing 
the first of several pyroclastic surges. At great 
speed, this torrent of hot ash poured across the 
land towards Herculaneum, with the short distance 
between volcano and town being covered in little 
more than a single minute. So intense was the heat 
that any remaining citizens were killed instantly. 
They, along with Herculaneum itself, were buried 
in the flow, waiting to be discovered by curious 
archaeologists more than 1,600 years later.

HORROR IN HERCULANEUM
Mount Vesuvius also destroyed another 
vibrant community living in its shadow

SECOND DAY OF ERUPTION

01:00
After 12 hours of firing its huge plume  
of debris upwards, the gases inside 
Vesuvius begin to weaken, to lose 
their intensity. This is not necessarily 
good news. This is not the end of the 
disaster. The volcano still has plenty of 
its innards to expel. It will just do so less 
spectacularly now – less spectacular but 
even more deadly. A series of pyroclastic 
flows – super-heated clouds of ash, gases 
and volcanic debris – surge down its 
slopes, engulfing all in their path.

Having been saved by the prevailing 
winds that has allowed it to largely avoid 
the airborne debris of the past 12 hours, 
the coastal city of Herculaneum, located 
to the west of Veusuvius, doesn’t manage 
to escape this time (see box, above right). 

06:00
At daybreak, with the volume of ash 
falling on the city now lessening, those 
Pompeiians who, by fortune or fate, have 
survived begin to take stock of what’s 
happened to their neighbourhoods, 
to their friends, to their families. It’s 
comparatively quiet now. They believe 
that the horrific events have dissipated, 

that Vesuvius has uttered its last roar.  
It’s now a grim search for the bodies of  
the casualties.

On the beach at Stabiae, a port a few 
miles to the south of Pompeii, a notable 
casualty will be revealed the following 
morning. Having sheltered in the town 
for the first night of the eruption, the 
body of Pliny the Elder is discovered. 
One school of thought is that he has 
died by asphyxiation, caused by inhaling 
the volcanic ash. But the ashfall is less 
significant in Stabiae than elsewhere; it 
may be that he has suffered an asthma 
attack or cardiac arrest.

07:30
The willingness of those surviving 
Pompeiians to believe that Vesuvius 
has now fallen silent again proves to be 
misplaced. The volcano belches out its 
fourth pyroclastic surge, which charges 
towards the city at the scarcely believable 
speed of around 200 miles per hour. 
Across the Bay of Naples, the teenage 
Pliny – who will soon abandon Misenum 
with his mother – is observing from a 
distance. “It was daylight now elsewhere 
in the world,” he would later write, 
“but there the darkness was darker and 
thicker than any night.”

In among the darkness, he reports 
“zigzag flashes” and “variously shaped 
masses of flame”. As the surges power 

their way towards the sea, there’s the 
very likely possibility of a tsunami 
affecting the local waters. It’s an 
apocalyptic sight for the despondent 
teenager. “I derived some poor 
consolation in my mortal lot from  
the belief that the whole world was  
dying with me and I with it.”

None of the residents who remain 
in Pompeii have any hope of surviving 
the heat and intensity of the flow, its 
temperature measuring several hundred 
degrees centigrade. Another pyroclastic 
surge soon follows and completely 
submerges the city, trapping it in situ.

No more will Pompeiians go about 
their day-to-day business. No more will 
this city bustle. Its streets, its buildings, 
its people will now sleep forever. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

“ANOTHER PYROCLASTIC

SURGE COMPLETELY
SUBMERGES THE CITY,
TRAPPING IT IN SITU”

The seaside resort of Herculaneum, located eight miles from Pompeii, 
first began to be properly excavated during the 18th century

An illustration imagines Pliny the  
Elder’s death on the beach at Stabiae.  
The naturalist may have died from 
asphyxiation caused by volcanic ash

ABOVE: Some Pompeiians decided to flee the city by sea – but there was still a risk of being hit by debris
RIGHT: A scene of despair. In just two terrifying days, Mount Vesuvius had changed people’s lives forever

SAFETY IN NUMBERSIt is estimated that around 
10,000–15,000 people lived  
in Pompeii in AD 79. So far 

around 1,200 bodies have been 
excavated, and although others 

may still lay undiscovered, 
it seems as though most residents did escape  in time.

An 1833 painting by Karl 
Bryullov, based on Pliny 
the Younger’s accounts
of the eruption. The 
author described seeing 
the sky lit up by “zigzag 
flashes” and “variously 
shaped masses of flame”
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S
itting less than six miles from 
the vast volcano whose rich, 
fertile soil nourished the crops 
that sustained its population 
but which would ultimately 

destroy it in AD 79, Pompeii boasted  
all the amenities one might expect of  
a thriving Roman city.

Fast food restaurants known as 
popinae or cauponae offered hot food 
and drinks that could be consumed on 
the spot – from snails to chicken – while 

public baths, complete with latrines 
and heated water, offered relaxation 
and a communal place to socialise and 
catch up on the latest news. Elsewhere, 
brothels or lupanars catered to the 
needs of citizens and travellers alike, 
while hundreds of gods and goddesses 
could be worshipped and placated at 
Pompeii’s many shrines and temples.

Use our illustrated map below to take 
a virtual tour of ancient Pompeii before 
tragedy struck...

Fire up the time machine and explore some of the  
city’s key landmarks with help from our handy map

POMPEII: A TOUR BIG NUMBERS

HOLLYWOOD SMILES
In 2015, CT scans of skeletal 

remains from Pompeii revealed 

evidence of near-perfect teeth. 

The victims’ excellent dental 

health was, in part, down to the 

high levels of fluorine in the 
local water supply – a 
by-product of volcanic 

activity.

FORUM
The Forum was the focal 
point for city administration 
and justice, as well as trade 
and religious activity.

LARGE THEATRE 
Built in the mid-second 
century BC, the theatre was 
used for performances of 
Greco-Roman comedies  
and tragedies. A velarium 
(awning) could be stretched 
over the spectator areas to 
shield them from the Sun.

SANCTUARY  
OF APOLLO 
Sitting in the heart of the 
city, the sanctuary was 
devoted to Apollo, god of 
poetry, art, archery, plague, 
sun, light, music and 
knowledge, and the main 
divinity of early Pompeii. 

FORUM BATHS 
With separate entrances for 
men and women, the larger 
men’s quarters boasted a 
dressing room, frigidarium 
(cold baths), caldarium  
(hot baths) and tepidarium 
(warm baths).

BAKERY OF 
POPIDIO PRISCO 
Bread of different 
shapes was sold in the 
city bakeries, often 
baked on the premises 
in a large central oven. 
The lack of serving 
counter in this particular 
bakery could indicate 
that the bread was 
baked to order, or sold 
by street vendors. BROTHEL

This two-storey 
brothel, or lupanar,  
had five ground-floor 
rooms, all containing  
a built-in bed, while 
erotic paintings gave 
customers some 
sense of inspiration.

THE HOUSE  
OF OCTAVIUS 
QUARTIO
This elite dwelling  
had extensive gardens, 
boasting artificial 
waterways, waterfalls 
and fountains. Decimus 
Octavius Quartio – a 
prominent and rich 
Pompeii citizen – was 
its last-known owner.

AMPHITHEATRE
Built around 70 BC, Pompeii’s amphitheatre 
was, in AD 59, the site of a bloody riot 
between spectators from Pompeii and 
nearby Nuceria.

QUADRIPORTICUS/
GLADIATOR BARRACKS
Initially used as a foyer in which 
theatregoers could gather during 
intervals, this area became a 
barracks for gladiators after the 
earthquake of AD 62 or AD 63.

MOUNT VESUVIUS 
Looming over Pompeii  
and nearby towns such as 
Herculaneum, Mount 
Vesuvius had lain dormant 
for many generations before 
the eruption of AD 79. It is 
likely that residents didn’t 
even realise it was a volcano.
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2,000
One estimate for the 

number of people who died 
as a result of the AD 79 

eruption

9
The depth, in feet, of the ash that fell on many areas of the city during the eruption

81
The number  
of loaves of 

carbonised bread 
found in one of the 

city’s bakeries

20,000
The number of people who 

could fit inside Pompeii’s 

huge amphitheatre

1944
The year Vesuvius last erupted: 26 people were killed and nearly 12,000 people were displaced

500
The eruption is estimated to 
have been 500 times more 
powerful than the atomic 

bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in 1945
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P
ompeii is a place with two 
histories. The first, the story of 
a bustling city, ended abruptly 
in AD 79 when the eruption 
of Vesuvius buried Pompeii in 

pumice and ash, and those who didn’t flee 
were overwhelmed by a pyroclastic surge.

The second of the two histories began 
in 1748, when Spanish military engineer 
Roque Joaquín de Alcubierre (1702–80) 
first dug at a site known locally as La 
Cività – the town – a name suggesting 
a lingering folk memory of what lay 

beneath. Although part of the site had 
accidentally been unearthed during 
building work in the late 16th century,  
it wasn’t until de Alcubierre’s excavations 
that the true significance of the area 
became clear. Over the next few years, 
Pompeii started to give up its secrets, 
and its status as an archaeological marvel 
was secured. This was the Pompeii that 
would later become a staple of films 
and TV documentaries; a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site also encompassing 
Herculaneum and Torre Annunziata. 

As to why de Alcubierre was 
prospecting, it was at the behest of King 
Charles VII of Naples (later Charles 
III of Spain). In 1738, the same year 
he began work on a palace at Portici, 
Charles employed de Alcubierre to 
excavate at nearby Herculaneum, another 
settlement overwhelmed by the eruption 
of Vesuvius. Many of the objects that de 
Alcubierre recovered as he tunnelled 
through – wall paintings, life-size statues 
in bronze and marble, and even scrolls – 
were destined for the palace.  

TREASURE HUNTING
But this wasn’t archaeology as we 
understand it today. The idea of 
systematically excavating a site in order 
to document it had still to be formalised. 
While Charles was genuinely fascinated 
by the ancient world, he was also a 
collector – a privileged treasure hunter 
with ample means to indulge his passion.

The early digs at Pompeii were thought 
to be disappointing, but from 1755, when 
excavations at a large property later 
dubbed the House of Julia Felix started, 

Pompeii’s eventual rediscovery led it to become one of the world’s  
greatest archaeological marvels – and a site visited by millions

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII POMPEII REDISCOVERED

EMERGING  
FROM THE ASH

this perception changed. Showing a 
marked reluctance to share and, to be 
fair, likely worried about looting, Charles 
tried to keep the work at Pompeii secret. 
He banned the export of antiquities.

These attempts at distraction were 
largely in vain, in part because Charles 
himself commissioned the private 
publication of Le Antichità di Ercolano 
Esposte (Antiquities of Herculaneum 
Exposed), which between 1757 and 1792 
built into an eight-volume collection 
of engravings of finds at Pompeii, 
Herculaneum and nearby Stabiae. 
While the books, whose publication was 
overseen by the newly formed Accademia 
Ercolanese (Herculaneum Academy), 
were given in limited numbers to select 
recipients, their influence was huge.

PRESERVED IN PLASTER
A source of information and inspiration 
to designers, architects, artists and 
scholars, the books contributed to the rise 
of neoclassicism, a cultural movement 
rooted in the rediscovery of the ancient 
world. Increasingly, too, people visited 
Pompeii. It became an essential stop on 
the Grand Tour, the cultural jaunt around 
Europe often undertaken by upper-class 
young men – especially the British.

If this suggests that people were 
taking an increasingly scholarly 
approach to the ruins, that’s true. But 
it’s also true that the eerie presence of 
the dead has long been part of Pompeii’s 
appeal. During the 18th and 19th 
centuries, the ‘discovery’ of skeletons 
sometimes conveniently accompanied 
visits by VIPs while, as Professor Mary 
Beard recounts in her 2008 book 
Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town,  
a popular exhibit in the local museum 
was for several years the imprint of  
a woman’s breast, outlined in the ash.

But it was the technique of creating 
plaster casts, or calchi, first perfected 
by archaeologist Giuseppe Fiorelli 
(1823–96), that arguably did more than 
anything else to create our abiding 
fascination with Pompeii. Fiorelli 
realised that, as organic matter broke 
down, the imprints of people were left 
in cavities, which could be filled with 
plaster to produce a three-dimensional 
image of the unfortunate soul. All too 

often, we can see how their deaths 
would have been agonising. 

The creation of the casts hints at 
more sensationalism, yet Fiorelli was a 
pioneer who established techniques for 
meticulously studying archaeological sites 
layer by layer. This reflects not only how 
archaeology at Pompeii was becoming 
more professional (in the 18th century, 
people working under de Alcubierre 
had criticised their colleague’s treasure-
hunting), but how researchers were 
developing new techniques at the site.

THROUGH WAR AND PEACE
Even in the 20th century, though, there 
were setbacks. Astonishingly, in August 
and September 1943, the Allies bombed 
Pompeii as they sought to force German 
troops to retreat. Several parts of the city 
had to be rebuilt and the museum was hit.

More recently, another calamity 
occurred in 2010, when the Schola 
Armaturarum, the gladiator barracks, 
collapsed. “We should all feel shame for 
what happened,” said Italy’s president, 
Giorgio Napolitano. The Grande Progetto 
Pompei, or Great Pompeii Project, set 
aside €105m to fund preservation efforts. 

An area causing particular concern  
lay within the northeastern part of 

“AS MATTER BROKE

DOWN, THE IMPRINTS

OF PEOPLE WERE LEFT

IN CAVITIES”

ABOVE: The triclinium (dining 
room) at the House of Julia Felix. 
The property’s discovery in 1755 
was a major breakthrough

LEFT: A bronze statue of 
 a runner, discovered in a house  

in nearby Herculaneum

MAIN: Giuseppe 
Fiorelli’s evocative 
plaster casts of victims 
triggered a resurgence 
of interest in Pompeii 
during the 19th century

INSET: A view of the 
House of Epidius Rufus 
in 1948. The structure 
had to be partially 
rebuilt after being 
damaged by Allied 
bombs during WWII

Charles VII of Naples, seen  
here observing a dig, was keen 
to keep some of the newly 
discovered treasures for himself

IMPORTANT IMPRINTThe first recorded plaster cast 
made at Pompeii was not of a 

human body, but of a door. In 1856, 
the site’s director of excavations, 
Domenico Spinelli, wrote a letter 

in which he stated that a cast 
had been made of the item using the impression it had left in the ash.
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Pompeii. Here, it was the sheer mass 
of the unexcavated city that was causing 
problems as material accumulated 
during the eruption and in subsequent 
years – including the spoil from earlier 
archaeological digs – pushed against 
already excavated structures. To 
help relieve the pressure, previously 
unexplored areas of the site are currently 
being excavated. 

There’s still much more that could  
be revealed. A third of Pompeii, an area 
of 22 hectares, remains buried, but for 
now the priority lies more in conserving 
what has already been found, especially 
as uncovering the city effectively removes  
a layer of protection.

That’s not to say new finds aren’t 
being made. In Civita Giuliana, a suburb 
located to the northwest of Pompeii, 
a villa has recently been excavated, 
yielding evidence of illegal tunnels.  
A reminder of why it is so essential to 
prevent such activity came with the 
discovery of human remains and, in the 
villa’s stable, three harnessed horses – yet 
more victims of the fury of Vesuvius. d
WORDS: JONATHAN WRIGHT
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During the first century BC, the town of Baiae on 
the northwest shore of the Bay of Naples started  
to gain a reputation as a fashionable holiday resort, 
frequented by members of high society. Emperors 
such as Nero, Hadrian and Septimius Severus 
later went on to spend time there, and Caligula is 
even said to have built a three-mile-long pontoon 
bridge from the town to the port of Puteoli to 
disprove a prediction that he had as much chance 
of becoming emperor as he did of riding a horse 
across the Gulf of Baiae. 

The evidence of Baiae’s rich history is still to be 
found in the town, yet to get a fuller picture you 
need to go swimming. This is because bradyseism – 
the gradual uplift or, as in this case, descent of land 
caused by volcanic activity – has resulted in the 
Roman-era lower town disappearing beneath the 
waves, likely between the third and fifth centuries 
AD. This is not perhaps surprising, given its 
location atop the Campi Flegrei supervolcano.

In the 1940s, an Italian pilot named Raimondo 
Baucher spotted the ghostly remains of the 
lost settlement beneath the waves and snapped 
several aerial photographs. Aided by the 
development of new archaeological techniques, 
the area has since been extensively explored. It is 
now protected and patrolled by ‘mer-cops’, but 
visitors can go on guided scuba diving tours to see 
the ruins for themselves.

LOST BENEATH THE WAVES
Pompeii and Herculaneum were not  
the only Roman towns whose fates were 
drastically altered by volcanic activity

ABOVE: A diver inspects 
an intricate mosaic in 
what was once Baiae’s 
lower town

LEFT: The 177-hectare 
site contains a wealth 
of statues – even if the 
marine life sometimes 
makes it difficult to 
work out their features

ABOVE: The site of a villa in Civita 

Giuliana, where tunnels dug by 

looters have also been found 

MAIN: The remains of horses were 

discovered in the villa’s stables
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What did Pompeiians grow in their gardens? How many brothels 
really were there? Dr Joanne Berry shares a series of fascinating 

tidbits about the ancient city and the lives of its inhabitants

LESSER-KNOWN FACTS 
ABOUT POMPEII

POMPEII FACTS

8
The eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79 caused vast 
damage – fires were started, rooftops were swept 
away, columns collapsed. Most of the inhabitants 
of the town escaped into the surrounding 
countryside (although we have no idea how many 
of those died there). They took with them small 
valuables, such as coins and jewellery, and lamps. 
Organic materials, like sheets, blankets, clothes, 
curtains, were mostly destroyed.

In the years and centuries after the eruption, 
salvagers explored Pompeii, tunnelling through 
walls and removing valuable objects. The earliest 
formal excavations in the 18th century were 
little more than treasure-hunting exercises, 
which means that records of finds are poor 
or non-existent. There is also evidence that 
some finds, such as wall-paintings and pottery, 
were deliberately destroyed by the excavators 
because they were not considered to be of high 
enough quality! All these factors make Pompeii a 
challenging place to study – much like most other 
archaeological sites.

It is commonly known that 
in AD 62 or AD 63, a massive 
earthquake caused damage in 
the town. Scholars now agree, 
however, that this was merely 
one of a series of earthquakes 
that shook Pompeii in the years 
before AD 79. It is clear that 
some buildings were repaired 
several times in this period.

In fact, Pompeii must have 
resembled a giant building 
site, with reconstruction 

work taking place in both 
public buildings and private 
houses. In the past, scholars 
argued that the town was 
abandoned by the wealthy 
in this period and taken 
over by a mercantile class. 
These days, we see the scale 
of rebuilding as a sign of 
massive investment – possibly 
sponsored by the emperor – 
by inhabitants who sought to 
improve their environment.

POMPEII IS NOT 
FROZEN IN TIME,  

NOR IS IT A PERFECT  
TIME CAPSULE

POMPEII RESEMBLED  
A GIANT BUILDING SITE

The 66-hectare site that visitors 
see today is not a perfect time 

capsule, having been damaged 
and looted over the centuries

A relief from Pompeii depicts the Temple of Jupiter, which collapsed during the earthquake of AD 62/63
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DR JOANNE BERRY is an associate professor of classics 
at Swansea University. She is the author of The Complete 
Pompeii (Thames & Hudson, 2007) and co-editor, with  
Dr Rebecca Benefiel, of the forthcoming Oxford Handbook  
to Pompeii and Environs (Oxford University Press)

When the amphitheatre was first 
excavated in 1815, a remarkable 
series of frescoes (mural paintings) 
adorned its parapet wall. There were 
large painted panels of wild animals, 
such as a bear and a bull facing off, 
tied together by a length of rope so 
that neither could escape the other, 
and a referee standing between two 
gladiators. On either side of these, 
smaller panels depicted winged 
victories, or candelabra-lit spaces.

The frescoes were probably painted 
on the podium wall in the period 
immediately before the eruption. 
Within a few months of their 
excavation, however, they had been 
destroyed by frost, leaving no traces of 
their presence that can be seen today. 
Luckily for us, drawings were made 
when they were excavated,  
so we have some idea of the 
original colourful decoration 
of the amphitheatre.

In the mid-18th century, a series of 
frescoes were found in the atrium 
of the praedium (estate) of wealthy 
businesswoman Julia Felix that seem 
to depict scenes of everyday life in the 
Forum (the political centre of the city). 
Twelve fragments of these frescoes 
survive today: one depicts a beggar being 
offered something by a woman wearing 
a green tunic, and another shows a boy 
being whipped – this has sometimes 
been considered evidence of the presence 
of a school in the Forum area.

Other fragments show a cobbler,  
a man cleaning another man’s shoes, 
merchants displaying their wares to 

two women, and figures 
selling bread, fruit, 
vegetables and what look 
like socks. In one scene a 
customer holds the hand of a child. 
Horses, mules and carts, and possibly a 
chariot, can be identified in other scenes.

In one important fragment, a banner 
has been strung from two equestrian 
statues and four male figures have 
stopped to read it, or to have it read to 
them (since we don’t know for sure 
how many people could read). All these 
scenes remind us that the Forum was not 
just the political centre of Pompeii – it 
was its economic and social heart, too.

In addition to the famous Temple of Isis (dedicated to the 
Egyptian goddess Isis), images and statuettes of the deity have 
been found in more than 20 houses, often alongside figurines 
of more traditional Roman gods and goddesses.

Although Roman writers were suspicious of the Cult of Isis, 
which they thought threatened traditional Roman values like 
honour and duty to the state, the Temple of Isis at Pompeii had 
existed at Pompeii for around 200 years before the eruption of 
AD 79 – which means that the Cult had a long and established 
following at Pompeii. Followers of Isis believed that she offered 

the possibility of life after death, but she was also patron 
goddess of sailors. This surely explains her popularity at 
Pompeii, which was located by the sea. The Cult of Isis 
attracted women, freedmen and slaves to its ranks, but  
its rites and ceremonies remain unknown.

It is located on a narrow, winding street in the centre of the town, and it  
is today one of the most visited tourist attractions in the excavations. 
We know it was a brothel, or lupanar, from its layout (it is 
divided into cubicles, each with a masonry bed), erotic wall 
paintings and explicit graffiti listing sexual acts and prices.

Scholars have suggested that other ‘brothels’ were 
located in houses with erotic wall paintings, but in 
actual fact, erotic paintings were ubiquitous at Pompeii 
and not associated with the sale of sex. This does not 
mean that prostitution only took place in the Lupanar, 
however. Advertisements for prostitutes have been found 
in the streets of tombs that surround the town, and bars 
probably sold sex as well as food and wine.

The plaster casts of the victims of the 
eruption are the most famous artefacts 
from Pompeii. But did you know that 
similar casting techniques have been 
used to study the city’s horticulture?

The practice was pioneered by 
Wilhelmina Jashemski (1910–2007),  
an American archaeologist who analysed 
every garden in Pompeii. One large 
garden was found to be a vineyard – 2,014 
of the root cavities were made by vines, 
with additional cavities created by the 

wooden stakes that supported the plants. 
The site had been divided into four parts 
by intersecting paths, with trees growing 
along the paths and at intervals through 
the vineyard. Other gardens grew vines 
on a smaller scale, and vegetables and 
fruit and nut trees were also common.

Although some of the produce must 
have been consumed by the inhabitants 
of the houses concerned, it seems that 
much of it was destined for sale at the 
local markets.

Some people simply scratched their names and the date, just 
like modern graffiti. Others used this public venue, which 
housed the city’s law courts, to vent their bile (“Chios, I hope 
your piles irritate you so they burn like they’ve never burned 
before!”) or make accusations (“Virgula to her bloke Tertius: 
you’re a dirty old man!”).

Some messages were started in one hand, but finished in 
another: a slave called Agatho starts to ask something of the 
goddess Venus, but his sentence is finished by someone else 
who writes “I ask that he perish”.

Some of those waiting seem to have resorted to playing 
games: a remarkable graffito records the names of three men 
playing trigon, a game that involved players throwing multiple 
balls at each other. Another man is designated as scorekeeper, 
and one is tasked with fetching the balls. Clearly the Basilica 
was a lively spot! d

THE AMPHITHEATRE WAS 
COLOURFULLY DECORATED...

... AS WAS THE HOUSE  
OF JULIA FELIX

THE CULT OF ISIS WAS 
PARTICULARLY POPULAR 

AT POMPEII

DESPITE WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE 
READ, THERE IS ONLY ONE SECURELY 

IDENTIFIED BROTHEL AT POMPEII

ARCHAEOLOGISTS HAVE MADE 
PLASTER CASTS OF ROOT CAVITIES 

TO DETERMINE WHICH FRUIT AND 
VEGETABLES WERE GROWN THERE

WAITING FOR LEGAL 
CASES TO BE HEARD IN 

THE BASILICA WAS LONG AND 
BORING – IF ITS GRAFFITI IS 
ANYTHING TO GO BY

Modern vineyards have 
been planted at Pompeii 

in a bid to recreate ancient 
winemaking techniques

Erotic images, such as the one shown left, were not 
only painted in places like the Lupanar (above)

The House of Julia Felix (inset) was found to contain numerous frescoes, 
including one showing a boy being subjected to a brutal whipping (above)

The Temple of Isis (above) was 
built roughly two centuries 

before the eruption of 
AD 79, and adorned by statues  

like the one shown right

The Basilica was  
the most ornate and 
important building  
within the Forum

The original frescoes that 
adorned the amphitheatre 

(above) have not survived, 
although an image of a chariot 

race (right) found inside  
a Pompeii house still exists

“BARS PROBABLYSOLD SEX AS WELL ASFOOD AND WINE”
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M
ost ancient cities become subsumed, obscured or destroyed 
by subsequent centuries of building activity, but due to the 
unique conditions of its preservation – sealed under metres 
of volcanic material – Pompeii offers us an unparalleled 
abundance of archaeological evidence for both public and 

private life in the first century AD.
Initial explorations, conducted through a network of tunnels in the 18th 

century, plundered Pompeii for treasures without coherent documentation 
or care for their context. In contrast, modern excavations are almost forensic 
in detail. The focus has shifted from the aesthetics of Roman art, public 
monumental buildings and members of elite society to understanding the 
customs and habits of ordinary Romans. 

A vibrant picture of domestic life of the non-elites is being pieced together 
against the backdrop of their trades and commercial activities, whether it is the 
manufacture and sale of garum (a type of fermented fish sauce) or the work of 
tanners and dyers. Even the almost imperceptible traces of enslaved people are 
now being scrutinised, as well as evidence for the lives of children. On a city-
wide scale it has become apparent how the rich and poor lived cheek by jowl; 
there was very little that separated these classes geographically, but much that 
divided them socially and economically. 

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO POMPEII

DR SOPHIE HAY ON STUDYING POMPEII IN THE 21ST CENTURY

It is not just that we are now asking new questions of 
Pompeii – advances in technology are allowing us to answer 
far more sophisticated questions. Analyses of food residues 
from cooking vessels and latrines, for example, are adding to 
our knowledge of the Roman diet. And while the somewhat 
ghoulish plaster casts taken of the victims of the eruption 
continue to fascinate the public, studies of the skeletons also 
provide important clues about their lives. 

The most recent excavations in Pompeii, along the steep 
limits of the boundary between the exposed and unexcavated 
part of the site, have reopened an old debate: that of whether 
to leave untouched the one third of Pompeii that is still buried. 
With the development of new technology that could tease out 
even more information, there is much to be said for keeping 
those unexcavated areas for future archaeologists to explore. 

Despite encroaching on this area, the principal aim of the 
most recent excavations has been to stabilise the gradually 
eroding escarpment, which has risked collapsing onto the 
structures below. To prevent another catastrophic destruction 
of Pompeii, the conservation of the extant buildings is vital 
if the site is to be safeguarded for further scholarly research, 
and critically, the enjoyment by future generations of visitors.

 Reflecting on his visit to Pompeii in 1787, the German poet 
Goethe wrote: “There have been many disasters in this world, 
but few which have given so much delight to posterity”. This 
is still true today – perhaps more so. dA robot ‘dog’ has recently been deployed to help carry out inspections and identify structural issues at Pompeii

DR SOPHIE HAY is a freelance archaeologist and 
historical consultant who has spent much of her career 
studying Pompeii. She was previously a post-doctoral 
research associate at the University of Cambridge and an 
archaeologist working at the University of Southampton 
in collaboration with the British School at Rome

New technology  
allows us to answer 
more sophisticated 
questions
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GET HOOKED
BOOKS

Pompeii: The Life of  
a Roman Town

By Prof Mary Beard 
(Profile Books, 2008)

Professor Mary Beard explodes many 
of the myths that surround Pompeii 
– from the date of the eruption and 

the hygiene of the public baths, to the 
number of brothels and the disaster’s 

actual death count.

In the Shadow of Vesuvius:  
A Life of Pliny

By Dr Daisy Dunn  
(William Collins, 2019)

Dr Daisy Dunn introduces Pliny the 
Younger, the Vesuvius survivor who 

became a Roman lawyer, senator, poet, 
collector of villas, curator of drains, and 

representative of the emperor.

The Complete Pompeii

By Dr Joanne Berry 
(Thames & Hudson, 2007)

Explore the rise and fall of Pompeii and 
all aspects of its existence, including 

reconstructions of the daily lives of the 
town’s inhabitants, the dramatic story 
of its destruction through the words 

of Roman writers, and the spectacular 
remains of volcanic debris and damage.

From Pompeii: The Afterlife  
of a Roman Town

By Dr Ingrid D Rowland 
(Harvard University Press, 2014)

Dr Ingrid D Rowland explores the 
different experiences of the artists, 
writers, actors and others who have 
toured the excavated site of Pompeii 

through history – from Sigmund Freud  
to Charles Dickens.

WATCH

Pompeii: Secrets of the Dead

(streaming on My5)

Presented by historian and  
broadcaster Dr Bettany Hughes, this 
Channel 5 documentary from 2021 

reveals how the victims of the AD 79 
eruption were preserved. 

Lost Treasures of Rome

(streaming on All 4)

Episode one of this Channel 4 series 
sees archaeologists uncover the 

stories of people who lived and died 
in Pompeii, racing against the clock to 
find clues in the tomb of a freed slave.

E The destruction of Pompeii 
Dr Daisy Dunn revisits the eruption of Mount Vesuvius and considers the history that 
was preserved at Pompeii and Herculaneum. Listen at bit.ly/3wtIV7V

E Pompeii: everything you wanted to know 
Dr Sophie Hay answers listener questions and popular internet search queries about 
Pompeii and the lives of its residents. Listen at bit.ly/3QLInBP

E A–Z of Pompeii 
Professor Mary Beard shares her A to Z of the ancient town, complete with yob 
culture, nightlife and plonk. Read at bit.ly/3zXtxBA

ONLINE AND AUDIO
E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and 
more on Pompeii and Roman life, visit our website: 
historyextra.com/period/roman

ON THE 

E Natalie Haynes Stands Up for the 
Classics: Pompeii
bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001b3vb
Why are ripe pomegranates and some squashed 
grapes such key archaeological finds from 
Pompeii? Natalie discusses with Dr Sophie Hay.

E Inside Science
bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m0017k9s
Discover how scientists managed to sequence 
the whole genome of an individual killed by the 
eruption of Vesuvius... and what it revealed.

E Homeschool History: Life in  
Roman Pompeii
bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000t405
Greg Jenner hosts a fun Homeschool History lesson 
on life in Roman Pompeii: How did they brush their 
teeth? What was the name of the local pub?

MORE POMPEII RESOURCES

If we’ve whetted your appetite for all things Pompeii, why not explore the topic 
further with our pick of books, podcasts and TV and radio programmes?


