


CHAPTER FOUR

What counts in the end

 

Maria Rispoli says that after the day which could have been her last she rearranged her priorities. At the time she was nineteen and had grown up in Castellammare di Stabia, surrounded by Roman villas and the everyday hardship of life in a small town to the south of Naples, in the stranglehold of the Camorra, omertà and criminality. One day she found herself in the thick of it, purely by chance: a hostage in a bank robbery, a pistol to her head for eighteen minutes. Then everything happened very quickly. The person holding her hostage was shot dead and another person in the group opened fire on her. She stood there, rooted to the spot, until another hostage, a young man, grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to the floor. Thirty bullets flew past her, some whistling through her hair. Her life flashed before her. This is it, she thought. But she survived, unscathed. She tied the knot young and gave birth to a daughter while she was still studying archaeology. These days Maria works at the Archaeological Park in Pompeii. ‘It’s always been my dream,’ she says, ‘to bring about change through our work in this region.’

I think she’s the right person for the project I consider to be the most important of my first year in Pompeii, but which barely anyone seems keen on to begin with. Theatre involving young people from the region at the World Heritage Site of Pompeii? What’s the point, what’s it got to do with archaeology and heritage conservation? Nobody says this in so many words, but the looks at our team meetings are telling, more so than the guarded silence.

Later, after the premiere of the sold-out production in the ancient theatre of Pompeii in May 2022, Maria tells me she understood the point of it from the very beginning. But she wondered why I was doing it. Why was I interested in their problems, in the young people from the periphery of Naples, given that I had a very different background?

My thoughts return to my first days as the director of Pompeii at the start of April 2021. Italy is in pandemic lockdown and the park is closed to the public. The announcement of my appointment is a month and a half old. Six weeks of sustained bombardment and no end in sight. On the day of the official announcement by the Minister of Culture, two members of the academic advisory board resign in protest at my nomination. Too young, too inexperienced. One hundred and forty professors and former curators sign a petition against my appointment. I’ve never read the list of the signees but have found out a few of the names through friends. Some I knew personally, in certain cases for a long time. Anonymous letters arrive at the office in Paestum, accusing me or colleagues of being corrupt, incompetent and criminal, copied to the office of public prosecution, the police and the local press.

A small group of frustrated pensioners and professors home in on a project that prior to my departure for Pompeii I undertook in Velia, an old Greek colonial city that has been part of the Paestum archaeological park since 2020. In antiquity it was known for its salubrious climate. The city’s ancient theatre (beautifully positioned among old olive trees with a view of the sea) had been restored in 2000, gaps in the ancient rows of seats filled in with lime mortar. When in 2020 as director of Paestum I also assumed responsibility for Velia we made the theatre one of our priorities. For there were cracks everywhere in the mortar, in which vegetation was taking hold, endangering the stability of the original sandstone seats. What’s more, although the theatre was restored twenty years earlier, it wasn’t accessible to the public. Throughout my time in heritage conservation I’ve repeatedly been amazed by cases like this, which are not that rare. A monument is restored then closed to the public.

In Velia they were so wedded to this approach that the sides of the seating, more than 3 metres high, weren’t secured by railings. Which meant that visitors, particularly those with small children, couldn’t be left near the ruins of the theatre because of the danger of a fatal fall.

The upshot of this was that the theatre could no longer fulfil its original purpose as a performance venue. The brilliant acoustics of the construction remained hidden to the public too. When we went to Velia with our children for the first time we sat (although it was still prohibited at the time) on the steps and marvelled at this wonder of ancient architecture. Anyone who stands in the centre of the orchestra, the round area that serves as a stage at the bottom of the semi-circular seating, can be heard clearly all the way to the back rows, even if they whisper.

Apart from an overhaul of the restoration work from 2000, our project thus included the installation of railings so that every visitor to Velia, young or old, could enjoy this experience.

Even today I still don’t really understand why this project became the bone of contention. It was probably a combination of events. A – not especially flattering – photograph of the building site during lockdown, with boards lying around, was leaked to the press. The retired architect who’d restored the theatre in 2000 posted comments on Instagram in which he criticised our decisions without knowing the project in detail. Eventually a member of the Italian Senate jumped on the bandwagon, and thus the theatre at Velia became the subject of debate in the Italian parliament, although to me it seemed like it was just an excuse for the senator to launch a tirade against the Minister of Culture.

It was pure mudslinging, probably a tried-and-tested formula, but it astonished me all the same. Someone levels an accusation, any old thing, even if it’s pure invention. Some local paper prints it, which gives the story a sense of reality; it’s in the paper after all. If I don’t comment, that must mean it’s true. If I do answer, it shows I’m taking it seriously. And so there must be something to it.

The senator, for example, began her tirade in parliament with the insinuation that the restoration of the theatre at Velia (which cost approximately €130,000) had been undertaken without the approval of the relevant antiquities department and had been entrusted to a firm that lacked the necessary expertise, bypassing the normal tender procedure. None of this was true. But once put out there, such accusations circulated and it took months until all the analyses, reviews and investigations that got under way were complete. With the result that . . . none of it was true. Every aspect of the project was vetted, the state authority came on several occasions to carry out site inspections and a surveyor was even called to measure the theatre again singlehandedly. If you add up what all that must have cost, it would have probably been enough to restore the theatre again.

It felt like the aim was to make me look incompetent and criminal, i.e. someone who under no circumstances ought to be entrusted with Pompeii. And even though I was certain we’d done everything correctly in Velia, it was a hard time nonetheless. Because you never know how something like that will turn out, and depending on how it goes you can be so badly discredited that you eventually see yourself as a burden – for the ministry and the park. And if the shit really hits the fan, it doesn’t much help if later it turns out to have been nothing. By that time you’ve already gone or been given the boot.

The shit didn’t hit the fan. But it wasn’t easy. Pompeii required all my energy and at the same time I had to grapple with the accusations over Velia. I noticed my head wasn’t always in the right place, and nor was I there for my wife and children, who were seven and twelve at the time. I needed a strategy.

To begin with I decided to stop reading the press review from the ministry that arrives every morning by email. This spared me updates on the petition against my appointment and comments about the theatre at Velia from people who had never been interested in it in the past, but now suddenly behaved as if they were concerned experts. I asked a friend, a journalist by trade, to look through them for me and only let me know if there was something really important I ought to respond to.

I made a lot of telephone calls to friends.

I walked every mountain path around the village.

I listened to a lot of music: Vladimir Horowitz, Oscar Peterson, Keith Jarrett and Ai Kuwabara, a Japanese pianist. There is a live recording of her in a trio playing a piece entitled ‘Somehow It’s Been a Rough Day’, and that’s how most days felt to me, but the nine minutes of music somehow gave everything a structure. Raw but not hopeless. I played some piano every evening too, usually jazz standards or Schumann’s ‘Scenes from Childhood’, up and down the keys. Suddenly these thirteen pieces, including ‘Dreaming’, no longer reminded me of the geraniums on my godmother’s balcony, as they once had, but felt ingeniously childlike, redemptive and expressing warmth.

Irina, Viktor’s wife, died. The two of them have ten children, the youngest of whom was three months old at the time. All of a sudden the theatre at Velia and the press review were unimportant.

I got a copy of the New Testament, in Greek, to have something else to read beside restoration plans and files. I found the following verse fitting as a dictum for this time: ‘Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof’ (Matthew 6:34). Live and work as if every day is your whole life; who knows what tomorrow will bring.

And so: What is useful for Pompeii, what can I initiate today that will flourish tomorrow too, irrespective of what happens to me?

A few priorities that set the course to follow.

Use modern technology to get a better understanding in real time of what’s happening on the site. Then, on the basis of this, define processes that make it possible to react quickly and flexibly to the observed changes. Drone flights over the whole area every month, as well as after extreme weather events, which are disastrous for the ancient walls but are becoming more frequent as a result of climate change. Currently we are working on using artificial intelligence to evaluate the images. Where is something happening, where should we intervene, before damage occurs to the monuments?

Open the archive using digital platforms. Present the park as a research centre, allow people to share in the complexity of archaeological and restoration work. Hold an open day for people to visit sites of restoration and excavation.

Transform the green areas, gardens and olive groves of the ancient city, which swallow millions every year in maintenance costs, into something of value for the public and the park. We began with the ancient vineyard, where wine is being produced again, and 150 sheep that have been mowing the grass for free in the unexcavated part of Pompeii.

But something was missing. In the years of the Great Pompeii Project it’s undeniable that Pompeii became a beacon in a positive sense. Today we’re trying to translate this success into a sustainable model so that in the future there will no longer be a need for EU special funds and large-scale projects to ‘save’ Pompeii.

Paradoxically, however, Pompeii’s success also threw into sharp relief the isolation of places in the surrounding area. The brighter the beacon of Pompeii shone, the more apparent it was that the ancient city was a small island in a sea of suburbs and industrial sites, many of them deserted. The only things that seemed to be growing here were youth unemployment and crime rates.

‘Pompeii’s lovely, it’s just a shame about its surroundings . . .’ is a phrase I hear often. Politicians are hoping that the archaeological park, by means of a ‘strategic plan for the environs of the UNESCO World Heritage Sites of Pompeii, Herculaneum and Oplontis’, will help bring about change. But how will this work in practice? Many people who live in the surrounding area see Pompeii as an alien entity that has little or nothing to do with their reality apart from the opportunity to earn some money working in the souvenir shop, as a car park attendant or cleaner in one of the few hotels (many tourists spend the night in Naples and only come for a day trip). Quite a lot of them have never visited ancient Pompeii even though in some cases they only live a few hundred metres from the park. Others last came here on a school trip decades ago.

[image: ]

The ‘strategic plan’ included a few sentences – less than half a page – on a workshop to introduce young people to the value of preserving sites of historical interest. But before bombarding young people with facts and values, I thought, it was first necessary to create an emotional connection to Pompeii. Something to give them the feeling that they’re also part of Pompeii, that the ancient city belongs to them too.

In other disciplines such as ethnology they talk of the ‘ethical turn’. I think that all of us working in museums need something like this, including a site like Pompeii, a place of European roots. Put very briefly, the ‘ethical turn’ can be formulated thus: museums are not simply places where people make connections between objects via wall texts and apps, but spaces where objects create connections between people. Pompeii as a place of encounters between people, some long vanished, others full of life – that’s it.

Maybe the theatre at Velia was the driving force behind the idea or, having been so exasperated by the whole affair, my determination to get something positive out of it too. After all, the most beautiful marsh marigolds can grow on sludge. At any rate, one day on my way back home from work it occurred to me that theatre was the solution.

Ancient Pompeii had two theatres. The smaller one, also called the Odeon, was roofed, whereas in the larger one people sat in the open air. As protection against the summer sun, sails could be attached to long poles. The large theatre goes back to the second century BCE, which means it was already about 200 years old at the time of the eruption of Vesuvius. In the time of Emperor Augustus (ruled from 31 BCE to 14 CE) it was completely refurbished, as an inscription recalls. The refurbishment was financed by two members of the Holconii family which – how could it be any other way – also had a hand in the lucrative wine business.

The theatre is one of the first buildings to have been excavated at Pompeii. Large sections of it were uncovered as far back as 1765. It had room for up to 2,000 spectators. Since the 1980s it has been used once again as a performance venue for classical and contemporary theatre. But Frank Sinatra and Nina Simone appeared here too. In 2022 we played host to Patti Smith.

The idea was that young people from the area around modern Pompeii would perform in the same time-honoured theatre. And that the usual middle-class audience from Naples and Salerno would be joined by these young people’s family and friends.

Performing drama means being fully involved. There is no other way. Everyone is dependent on everyone else; this isn’t learning for school but for life, even if it’s parents and siblings in the audience, as I remember from my schooldays.

In the Italian school system there’s little space for this, sadly. The curriculum is strongly geared towards content, which not infrequently ends in learning facts, dates and terms by rote. Creativity and active participation are less called for. There are exceptions, of course, but most of these depend on the initiative of individual teachers.

The project took place nonetheless, but it wouldn’t have been possible without the efforts of two people. One was Luisa Franzese, the head of the senior school authority for the region of Campania, whom I knew from my time in Paestum. She made it possible for the schools to participate in the first place, despite all manner of bureaucratic hurdles. We began with two schools: a liceo (a more academic school) in Pompeii and an istituto professionale (a vocational school) in Torre del Greco, situated on the coast between Naples and Pompeii. In this way we intended to bring together young people who otherwise had nothing to do with each other.

The other person was Antonio De Rosa, a Neapolitan who ended up in Ravenna in northern Italy, where he works as the director of the Ravenna Festival. One of our problems was that, as archaeologists, we had no idea how to produce a play, let alone how to work with young people as actors.

I knew Antonio because we’d organised a concert together with the Ravenna Festival in Paestum, in the shadow of the monumental Temple of Neptune. Riccardo Muti conducted the Cherubini Orchestra. I made friends with Antonio, Riccardo and his wife Cristina Mazzavillani, and decided to ask for help with the theatre project in Pompeii. For this wasn’t going to be the usual school drama, but ‘proper’ theatre under the leadership of professional artists.

And so my first work trip as director of Pompeii took me to Ravenna. Many eyebrows were raised in the ministry in Rome. Weren’t there more important things to do in Pompeii? When I told the head of our finance department how much money we needed to budget for the project he had difficulty stifling his horror. We were rebuffed by the sponsors we approached; they preferred to give money for exhibitions and restoration projects.

One afternoon in April 2021 we sat in Antonio’s office in Ravenna, working through various ideas. Classical theatre? Musical theatre? Dance? How far would a template have to be adapted to achieve something worthy of performance with the youngsters within an academic year?

Antonio and his team made me aware of all the difficulties associated with such an undertaking. At the end of the meeting, which I found pretty discouraging, they suggested I contact Marco Martinelli, who worked at the Ravenna theatre and who in 2006 had undertaken a project with young people from so-called problem areas in Naples. Marco said he had about half an hour spare the following morning.

And so it began. As assistant directors Marco got two of the young people who’d been part of his project in Naples and subsequently become actors: Valeria Pollice and Gianni Vastarella. Masks and costumes: Roberta Mattera. Lighting: Vincent Longuemare. Music: Ambrogio Sparagna. The play was Aristophanes’s comedy The Birds. Together with the actors, seventy in total, Marco worked on an adaptation of the material, all about Athens in the fifth century BCE, stricken by plague, war, mismanagement and corruption. But it also became about Pompeii, Scafati, Torre del Greco and Torre Annunziata, and what it’s like for a young person to live there in a time of pandemic, the Camorra and economic emigration.

Marco did fantastic work. He gave everybody the feeling that they were being taken seriously. Anybody doubting this can see the documentary film that Marcello Adamo made about it. He followed the youngsters from day one, interviewing some of them at regular intervals.

At the beginning of the theatre project, many of the students said that there was no way they’d be coming back. But most did return. None had ever heard of Aristophanes. And no one had visited Pompeii of their own accord. Quite a number of the participants, who were between fourteen and seventeen years old, were already working because their families could barely support them or not at all. Some had to take time off to attend rehearsals. One boy who was seventeen was about to become a father. Others had to be persuaded not to turn up stoned to rehearsals.

I’m still in contact with many of them today. Some come to exhibitions and tours through the excavations, and a few haven’t missed any of the performances that the Naples theatre organises in summer in Pompeii. The teachers say their pupils have changed. A few who were struggling academically didn’t have to repeat their school year after all. A girl who was





























































































CHAPTER FIVE

Life goes on

 

Another reason why the city fired the imagination of posterity was that the early Christians’ constant expectation of the end of the world seemed to have become reality in Pompeii. God’s judgement seemed to have fallen on a sinful city – or at least that was how pious men of the Church were still interpreting it in the eighteenth century. ‘Many people implored the gods,’ the ‘heathen’ Pliny wrote. ‘Others thought there were no gods left and a new eternal darkness had descended on the world.’60

But wasn’t there another way of processing the catastrophe, lending it a higher sense, transcending death and destruction? And isn’t all life subject to death, meaning that Pompeii’s destruction is merely a drastic example of the conditio humana in miniature, the basic condition of human existence?

A few years before the eruption of Vesuvius Paul wrote to the Corinthians, ‘I die daily’ (1 Corinthians 15:31). Death and the demise of Pompeii as the norm, as an everyday occurrence. Every day could be your last so do not worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will look after itself. At the time such thoughts circulated even outside of radical currents like Christianity. Already by the Late Republic skeletons had become a subject of art. In Pompeii we encounter them in mosaics and on silver cups. They seem to be calling out to life, ‘Enjoy your existence while you can!’ You could also put it thus: ‘Reorder your priorities in life in the awareness of its finitude.’

In The Satyricon, the satirical novel from the first century CE that throws such a distinctive light on life in ancient Campania, this is turned into ridicule when at the banquet the nouveau-riche host Trimalchio lets a silver skeleton dance on the table and recites:

 

Poor man is nothing in the scheme of things

And Orcus grips us and to Hades flings

Our bones! This skeleton before us here

Is important as we ever were!

Let’s live then while we may and life is dear.61

 

Whether this is really funny or somehow deadly serious remains an open question. Just like whether the lesson from the history of Pompeii is that simple: remembering what we would prefer to put to the back of our minds, the fact that the end can come at any moment. That life is fragile. That it’s not worth chucking it away as it can be taken from us at any time.

Between 3 and 6 June 1974, while excavating the House of the Golden Bracelet, archaeologists came across the remains of three people cowering in a tiny cellar space, where they’d fled during the eruption. Plaster casts were made of the three: two adults and a child, about five or six years old. In the throes of death the child was clutching one of the adults. It was a reasonable assumption that the group, which is exhibited in the Antiquarium of Pompeii, was a family. But DNA analyses showed that all three were male and likely not blood relatives. So not a family, but three people who were thrown together by a twist of fate and who died in each other’s company.62

But there’s more to Pompeii than that. The city is also a story of survival and life going on. If the number of people who lived here was actually as high as suggested in Chapter 3, this also relativises the number of victims. To date, around 1,300 victims of the eruption of Vesuvius have been found. The exact number is not known as during the early excavations remains of skeletons were neither carefully documented nor preserved. But even if this number were to double and more people died in flight on the roads out of Pompeii, we would arrive at roughly between 10 and 15 per cent of the 20,000 inhabitants who lived in the city according to recent estimates. Which means that around 90 per cent escaped the catastrophe and their lives continued.

But not in Pompeii. Emperor Titus, who’d come to power a few months before the eruption, tasked two officials with the reconstruction of the city. For this they were authorised to use the assets of those dead people who didn’t have any heirs. Once they got there, however, the officials realised that there was no point in rebuilding Pompeii. The city and its fertile surroundings had been transformed into a grey desert; beneath metres of stone and ash the city was only vaguely identifiable.

The plundering of Pompeii then began. Private individuals burrowed around in their houses, or where they suspected them to be, for possessions they’d left behind. The forum was tackled systematically. Almost all the marble cladding and bronze statues were removed in antiquity and the precious material reused. Generations of looting followed, the traces of which we still find today during excavations. Paupers rummaged around in ash and dust for objects of value, and probably stumbled across dead bodies in the process.

The upper floors of the houses were still identifiable. Over the years, however, the vegetation grew back, drawing incredible vigour from the volcanic soil that returned the plain at the bottom of Mount Vesuvius into a Garden of Eden, where there could be three or four harvests on a piece of land each year.

And with this came . . . oblivion. Although the memory of a vanished city lived on in the place name of Civita (from the Latin civitas), after the beginning of the excavations in 1748 it took fifteen years before it was understood that this was Pompeii rather than Stabiae, which was also known from ancient inscriptions.

From 1592 to 1605 the Count of Sarno had a 21-kilometre-long canal built for his mills in Torre Annunziata, which runs through the middle of Pompeii. The canal is still mostly intact; as large sections of it are open, in many places it was tapped to water the fields. Entrances to the underground section, which runs beneath Pompeii, can be seen in various places in the excavation area. When it was built the workers knocked through ancient walls and found statues and coins. But the time was not yet ripe for the discovery of Pompeii; the finds during the construction works led to nothing. The forgetting would continue.

The magnitude of a catastrophe can also be measured by how quickly or slowly it is forgotten. Seen like this, there is something comforting too in the forgetting that soon descended on the ancient city in the form of rampant vegetation. The wound closed. The events were certainly preserved in memory through writings by historians such as Pliny, albeit far too tersely for our liking. But at the place itself no monument commemorated the victims, no sacred ban befell the site of the disaster. Nor was a new Pompeii built anywhere, even though that would certainly have been an option. Even Carthage, archenemy of Rome, could rise again from the rubble under Caesar after being razed to the ground by the Romans in 146 BCE and its entire population sold into slavery. In 397 CE an important Church council even took place in the city. At this time the remains of Pompeii had long been grazed by sheep among the olive trees and vines.

Seen like this, Pompeii’s history is also a eulogy to forgetting. After all, without forgetting there can be no rediscovery, without decay no recovery and preservation. Essentially there can’t be any history without forgetting either, because history always means selecting what is told and what is left out, i.e. forgotten. If there were no forgetting, the past wouldn’t be the past but always completely with us, present, actual.

I believe this is true of all of us, not just Pompeii. Nobody has a sure grasp of what was and what will be, but the mixture of remembering and forgetting with which we view our history is in our hands.

July 2022: another tour, more expectant faces. This time it’s not the chamber of commerce but twenty young people from our theatre project. It was their idea and of course I agreed. The eagerness in their faces isn’t because they finally want to know what Pompeii means and why it’s important. They already know that. It’s the place where ‘their’ theatre is, a place they associate with emotions, joyful ones as well as a few painful ones. They’re expectant because they want to see how the director talks to them about ‘their’ place, what there is new to say about it. I don’t know precisely. We will go to see the restorers at the House of the Vettii. Maybe I’ll tell them about Dionysus and Ariadne or the four styles of Pompeian wall paintings. Or the lives of slaves and freedmen, and their graves, like Marcus Venerius Secundio’s. Perhaps they want to know something completely different, we’ll see. Where one begins isn’t that important. What counts in the end is already inside them.





Afterword

 

A few months after this book was published in its original, German version, Pompeii’s largest excavation campaign in a lifetime began. As I am writing this, in and around the ancient city archaeologists are digging through ash layers and pumice stones on roughly 9,000 square metres – a greater area than any that has been excavated in the last sixty years. In Regio IX, a section in the heart of the ancient city, an excavation project aiming at straightening the scarp separating excavated and unexcavated areas in one of the houseblocks, known as insula 10, led to the discovery of stunning new frescoes.

Of course, excavations in Pompeii have been going on for more than two and a half centuries. And besides the examples discussed in this book, such as the Villa of the Mysteries or the House of the Vettii, there are many other houses that have yielded breathtaking artworks. To mention just a few, there is the House of Menander, the House of Loreius Tiburtinus, the House of the Gilded Cupids, the House of the Orchard and the House of Marcus Lucretius Fronto, who may have been a relative of the poet Titus Lucretius Carus, author of a highly philosophical long poem called On the Nature of Things.

My colleagues and I sometimes question each other about our ‘favourite’ houses. It’s just a little game we play during a break in our daily routine, and for us it’s a bit like being asked as a parent which is your favourite child. However, in such conversations we also remind ourselves of the incredible variety and value of the houses in Pompeii.

Yet, the memory of all these other houses subsides in the magical moment when a new fresco or room comes to light, and we are the first humans to gaze upon it after almost 2,000 years. In such moments, we often catch ourselves thinking: ‘this is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen’, even though we know that such an impression could not stand up to an objective survey of the thousands of frescoes and rooms discovered in Pompeii.

Among the recent discoveries is a still life on the wall of the hall, or atrium, of a house in Regio IX that almost looks like a pizza as served in modern Naples’s pizzerias. Of course, this cannot be: the Romans had neither tomatoes nor mozzarella, essential ingredients for the Neapolitan pizza. Yet, the pitta-like bread with fruits (dates, pomegranates) and spices on it, next to a silver cup filled with wine, is part of the same Mediterranean dietary and agricultural tradition that lives on today.

Simple dishes prepared and eaten by the poor often find their way into high cuisine, and eventually even into poetry and wall painting. Just like pizza used to be a poor people’s dish, while today it is on the menu of some of the most expensive restaurants in London or Manhattan, the Pompeian painting plays on the contrast between humble content and costly container (the silver plate on which the pitta lies, but also the very wall decoration that contains the image). In this, the image from the Pompeian wall is comparable to Virgil’s Eclogues and to the Xenia of Martial, short poems describing this sort of gift given to guests: apparently, the most simple things become the object of highly sophisticated works of art.

In the house next door, which must have been huge and is only partly excavated, we discovered a large dining room. Its walls were painted in black so that the smoke of the oil lamps that were lit after sunset, when guests would gather here for lavish banquets, remained invisible. At the centre of the north and south walls beautiful figures were painted directly on the black ground. On the north side, we see a shepherd, dressed in colourful clothes, typical of Asia Minor (modern Turkey) in the eyes of the ancient Greeks, with a crook and a large dog lying in front of him. He is facing a woman accompanied by a female servant. Between them, an inscription in Greek letters reveals their names: Helen and Alexandros, which is another name for Paris, the Prince of Troy. By escaping to his hometown with Helen, Queen of Sparta in Greece and already married to Menelaus, Alexandros sets off the Trojan War. On the south wall the god Apollo, with laurel crown and lyre, is glancing at a woman sitting on a hemisphere: the omphalos, the centre of the world, which according to the Greeks was located in Apollo’s sanctuary in Delphi. At first, we thought she was Pythia, the priestess soothsaying in the god’s name. However, given the backdrop of the Trojan War in the other painting, she is more likely to represent Cassandra, a sister of Paris, who refused to have sex with Apollo and was therefore punished by the god: she could foresee the future, but was unable to change it, for nobody believed her. Her sad and meditative expression seems to betray her knowledge that her city will fall, and she, after being raped by the Greek invaders, will be dragged off as a slave to Mycenae where she meets her death. The paintings date to the third style, which means that they were already several decades old when Mount Vesuvius erupted. In several spots, they have been restored and refreshed in antiquity, presumably between the earthquake of 62 CE and the destruction of the city in 79 CE.

Still more frescoes came to light in other excavation sites: in the House of the Painters at Work, the fourth style wall decoration of a tiny cubiculum (bedroom) was preserved right up to the ceiling. The decoration pattern and the artistic quality recall the House of the Vettii. Besides Perseus, Andromeda and Orestes, the mythological scenes on the walls show a small hooded boy with a dog, sitting between huge grapes. In the house next door to the House of Leda, where a new roof is being built to protect the frescoes, right at the edge of the excavation trench a mythological painting showing Phrixus and Helle came to light. We see the siblings escaping from their stepmother, who conspired to kill them, crossing the strait between Europe and Asia riding on the ram with the Golden Fleece. But Helle has slipped down into the sea and is drowning, reaching out vainly with her arm towards her brother, her face already underwater. Henceforth, the strait will be named after her: Hellespont.

However, it is not primarily the paintings that keep coming back to my mind as I recall the months of the ‘great dig’ of 2023–2024. It’s the people. There are those who died during the eruption. Two men were entombed under the collapsing upper floor of a kitchen in the insula of the Chaste Lovers. On the other side of the block, two individuals, maybe a man and a woman, seem to have been desperately seeking refuge in the House of the Painters at Work, but the door was shut and they could not get in. They died in the hot pumice stones, as if they had drowned in them. Their bodies were almost completely submerged in the pumice layer, their positions and gestures indicating that they were struggling to keep afloat. This is a unique situation as far as we know, and will require further analysis. In the house with the ‘pizza’ fresco, two women and a child in a bakery were buried under debris, their skeletons suffering dozens of fractures. Apart from the work of park anthropologist Valeria Amoretti, who analyses the skeletons to establish sex, age, possible diseases and cause of death, excavating a victim follows the same technical procedures as any other ‘finding’. Yet, it’s not the same, for in Pompeii we get so close to the stories of the victims, their faces, names, writings, that it’s sometimes difficult to bear.

Then, there are those whose traces can still be seen, as if they had just left; who knows whether they made it out? The workmen who left their tools and piles of bricks and tiles in the house with the bakery, where restructuring work was under way. The hollows in the pavement around the mill stones of the bakery where the two women and the child were found; indentations left by the feet of mules and enslaved workers, going round and round the hourglass-shaped mills for hours and days. What was particularly striking was the fact that the only window of this bakery complex that we could document was secured with iron bars, and there was only one door, which opened onto the atrium. Evidently, the enslaved workers who milled the grain and baked the bread were held there in captivity. Every night, the owner would bar the door of the bakery before retiring to his chambers frescoed with Greek myths.

In the insula of the Chaste Lovers, we were stunned to find children’s drawings in charcoal on the walls of a courtyard showing gladiators and animal hunts, between amphoras and plant beds for the kitchen garden. One of the little rascals had probably managed to sneak into the amphitheatre to watch the bloody games, and was now eager to illustrate the spectacle to the other kids who were playing in the courtyard. Judging from the drawings, the artist must have been quite young, for the arms and legs come directly out of the heads – a way of representing the human figure that young children still use today. This seems to be confirmed by the outline of a tiny hand on the wall of the same courtyard: one of the children had contoured her or his hand with a piece of charcoal. Judging from the dimensions, they were around seven years old.63

What we get to see here is maybe not what we usually expect when thinking about the classical world. ‘The Other Pompeii’ is the title of an exhibition in the archaeological park on the lives of the poor and enslaved. It opened in December 2023 and features about 200 objects shedding light on the people who spent their lives in the shadow of History with a capital H. Exhibits include the reconstruction of the slave room from Civita Giuliana and iron shackles from the gladiators’ quarter. In a way, the exhibition is the second volume to this book.64 It is also an invitation to continue the discussion. There are many ‘other cities’ hidden beneath the surface of Pompeii. Currently, we’re working on an exhibition focusing on the lives of women and girls from the ancient town and its countryside. Just as we ask different questions from past generations exploring Pompeii and the ancient world, future archaeologists will develop new approaches to map the past. However, they won’t do so alone, but as part of the broader development of society. Thus, the ‘other Pompeii’ emerging from the future is already in the making, and each one of us contributes to it, whether we’re aware of it or not. Visiting the site is not only a journey into the past, but also a contribution to the future of memory.
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