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			Preface

			In the same week that I found out this book was going to be published, I travelled to the Bay of Naples for the Herculaneum Congress. Naturally, I had to take a trip to Pompeii, by now my second home, while I was there. Walking down the streets one early morning, before the groups and crowds arrived, I paused in front of a small inn I knew well and felt a wave of emotion wash over me. There was the counter where the innkeeper and his workers once served food and drink. There was the painted shrine, asking for protection over the household. Through that door lay the small ‘pub garden’ vineyard he’d planted, possibly with his own hands, which I had studied in depth for my doctoral thesis. I knew the owner, Euxinus, so well, and yet 2,000 years separated us. Finally, I would get to bring him and his inner thoughts to life.

			My journey here began in 2014, when I was 22 and working as a marketing executive at a leading media agency, placing adverts on TV for huge clients who spent multi-millions. I made friends for life, went out far too much, and turned up to work hungover more days than I probably should have. But – something was missing. While I was busy chasing deadlines, I was also quietly feeding a growing passion: ancient Roman history. It had started when I picked up a book on the first empresses of Rome during my degree in publishing. Reading the stories of these bright, brave and, at times, devious women working behind the curtains of one of the most powerful empires history had seen, I was hooked. From that point on, I devoured anything and everything I could find on the Romans, and despite asking my parents if I could change my degree, they insisted I finish. I did well and passed with a first, but publishing no longer felt like the end goal.

			One morning, on a whim, I decided to email Professor Mary Beard. I’d never met her and didn’t expect a reply, but she wrote back. Her response was generous and encouraging, and when she suggested I apply for an MA at Birkbeck, University of London, something clicked. Her support came at just the right time and gave me the confidence to take that next step.

			I can still picture myself sitting out on my parents’ deck in East London, the sun shining, prospectuses spread around me. It felt both exciting and impossible. I didn’t know Latin; my school had failed routine Ofsted inspections during my time there and didn’t offer the kinds of subjects that opened classical doors. Instead, I’d been held at knifepoint by a fellow pupil, survived riots, watched teachers get sprayed with fire extinguishers and been physically attacked by bullies. So, the prospectuses told me, Classics wasn’t for someone like me. Classical Civilisation was the only route, and I’m so grateful it was.

			I started taking evening classes at Birkbeck and wrote my essays whenever I could, during lunch breaks, after work, always with my darling dog, Mr Oz, curled up at my feet. It was my escape. It was during this time that I discovered my passion for Pompeii. Finally, I could study the ordinary people of the early Roman Empire – how they lived, the trades they worked in, even the small details of their diet and health. I soon became fascinated by the depictions of gardens in wall art, which led to me specialising in the urban vineyards, orchards, vegetable plots and flower gardens inside the city walls. Within this one city was the Roman Empire in miniature – but ordinary. I thought it was better than anything I’d ever studied.

			I graduated from my MA with a distinction at Senate House in London, my now-husband beaming with pride in the audience. I didn’t know that I would later return to the building as a research associate, a position which would help lead me to even greater things. It was upon receiving my master’s that I realised this wasn’t just a side interest; it was something I was actually quite good at. A doctorate had always seemed like something other people went on to do, a distant, unattainable goal, but why not me?

			Still, I knew I had a lot to catch up on if I were to apply for a PhD. Without any financial help, I saved what I could and signed up for every course and opportunity I could afford. Then, in the spring of 2015, I took the plunge and quit my job.

			For the next 5 months, I threw myself into a new world. I took a course in ancient epigraphy at Oxford, archaeobotany at UCL and zooarchaeology at a Saxon dig. I attended conferences in Rome and took Latin in the summer. I also joined archaeological digs at Oplontis near Pompeii and at a Saxon site in the UK, camping out under the stars. It felt like a dream come to life. By September I had landed a 1-year contract at The British School at Rome, an interdisciplinary community producing world-class research and practice in the heart of Rome, and over time, my confidence in my abilities built slowly. The following year I was offered two scholarships to study Classics, Ancient History and Archaeology for my PhD. I accepted the one at the University of Birmingham and, despite a blip called COVID in between, I had the time of my life, completing it in 2022. My research subject was, of course, Pompeii.

			I often think back to the start of that self-funded sabbatical summer in 2015, when my bravery led me down a new path. Just days after leaving my old life behind at my work leaving do, I had stood in the forum of Pompeii, alone, my headphones in my ears. I’d never travelled solo before, especially not for an entire summer, and I had no job to return to. For someone from a working/lower-middle-class background, with no safety net, taking a risk like this was unheard of in my family. I was breaking generational patterns and taking a huge gamble on myself. I pressed play on my phone and the familiar sound of Bastille filled my ears. The lyrics spoke of what I had been feeling all those years: ‘I was left to my own devices, many days fell away with nothing to show.’ Cheesy, but the words hit me in the heart. Looking up at the looming shape of Mount Vesuvius, connecting with people who stood in this very spot 2,000 years ago, a now-familiar feeling settled in my chest. This was it. This was where I was supposed to be.

			It was around this time that I made a promise to myself: to not only approach ancient history from the bottom up, and share it with people like me, but also to help make the path into understanding it less difficult, and less delayed, than mine had been. To this day, I listen to that song when I need a boost and picture myself standing in the forum of Pompeii, feeling overwhelmed by hope and fear, and the sense that I was finally heading in the right direction. If you’re reading this with that same feeling, that a career you have long admired ‘isn’t for people like you’, or that it’s taking time to get started, please believe me when I say: it can happen. It’s never too late to change course. And turning a passion into your work is something you won’t regret.

			Now, as this book goes to press, I am writing from the sunny library garden of The British School at Rome, where I am undertaking a 3-month Rome Award. It is here that I am preparing for a 3-year Leverhulme Early Career Fellowship at the University of Oxford, which I will begin in early 2026. At 17, having just dropped A Level history after my head of sixth form (and history teacher) told me I’d never amount to anything because I was too ‘ditsy’, I could never have imagined myself here. To be writing the preface to this book at The British School at Rome feels both like a homecoming and a new beginning, and the promise I made back then continues to shape everything I do. This book is a part of keeping that promise.

		

		
			INTRODUCTION

			Beneath the Sleeping Mountain

			Today, Pompeii is known for how it ended rather than how it lived. When we think of Pompeii, we picture the crumbling walls, the worn stone streets and the plaster casts of bodies frozen mid-motion. The circumstance of its destruction and preservation has caused this ancient Roman city to become a monument to disaster.

			In 79 CE, Pompeii was a city full of life, a sun-baked, chaotic home to around 20,000 people. Children chased one another down alleyways, bakers shouted orders, dogs barked at passers-by, dice rattled on inn tables, and the smell of bread and vines hung in the air. Families and lovers, traders and tavern-keepers, slaves and politicians filled its streets, sharing meals, falling in and out of love, arguing with neighbours, grieving, working and celebrating.

			And yet, beneath the commonplace rhythms of everyday life, the population of Pompeii shared something with the greatest heroes of myth and empire: a desire to be remembered. The Greeks called it kleos, glory earned through actions, while the Romans called it fama, a name that lived on after death in the memories of those left behind. From the lowest slave to the most powerful politician, the fear of oblivion after death was widespread, and people everywhere sought to leave their mark, whether in stone, plaster, paint or architecture, as a bold and lasting declaration of, ‘I was here. I was part of this city’s history.’

			It makes perfect sense because, in the ancient world, the only certainty was uncertainty. A harvest could fail, a mother could die in childbirth, the gods might turn their backs, or the ground beneath your feet could split open without warning. As is still the case, the poorest and most marginalised people in society often suffered first and worst, but disaster did not discriminate. It had the power to terrify both the rich and the poor and the ability to level privilege with poverty, exposing the fragility that bound them all. Seventeen years before the eruption that sealed Pompeii’s fate, one specific event made this plainly clear.

			On 5 February 62 (or 63) CE, a powerful earthquake shook Campania, causing widespread destruction and marking the beginning of nearly two decades of tremors that would continue right up to the eruption.1 Hearing of the chaos in Campania, Seneca the Younger, the Roman philosopher and statesman, wrote to his friend Lucilius, telling him of the news:

			We have just had news, my esteemed Lucilius, that Pompeii, the famous city in Campania, had been laid low by an earthquake, which shook all the surrounding districts as well. The city lies on a beautiful bay, running far back from the open sea, and is surrounded by two converging shores, on the one side that of Surrentum and Stabiae, on the other that of Herculaneum … It caused great destruction in Campania, which had never been safe from this danger but which had time and again got off with a fright … They also say that a flock of six hundred sheep was killed and statues were split open, and some people were deranged and afterwards wandered about unable to help themselves.

			Today, we understand this quake as the start of Mount Vesuvius awakening from a long slumber. But to the people of Pompeii, the danger was not at all obvious. A handful of writers had voiced their concerns, but, to a largely illiterate population, these warnings went unheard. Strabo, the Greek geographer of the late Republic who travelled widely across the Mediterranean and recorded its landscapes, remarked on Vesuvius’ summit, describing it as barren and fire-scorched. Vitruvius, the Roman architect of the first century BCE whose treatise On Architecture remains our most important source on Roman building, noted the local pumice and compared it to that found near Mount Etna, which they knew to be a volcano. But these were isolated observations, and for most residents the tremors were an unsettling, but ultimately familiar, part of life in Campania.

			Food shortages and civic unrest only added to the pressure, meaning that by 79 CE, Pompeii was a city under strain.2 Nevertheless, the hardy Pompeians refused to fold in the face of failure. In the 17 years that followed the earthquake, homes were extended, further commercial gardens took root, specialised trades flourished and new workshops popped up across the city. It was a time of extraordinary energy, when fear and hope seemed to coexist and prosperity was in the air.

			As the city evolved and the Empire stretched far and wide, the people of Pompeii clung tightly to the values of honour and legacy. For the elite, power and public memory were defences against the unknowable void of the afterlife. By inscribing their names on statues, temples and dedicatory plaques, and anchoring their presence and their legacy in the physical world, they hoped their lineage – and with it, the broader Roman identity – might endure.
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			Figure 1: Frieze from the House of Caecilius Iucundus (VI.1.26) commemorating the Great Quake of 62 CE

	

			Even those excluded from formal political power found ways to leave their mark. People from all social strata built thriving businesses, and freedmen, former slaves who had been granted their freedom, raised children who would go on to enjoy the political rights denied to their fathers. Freedmen also joined religious organisations such as the Augustales, a priestly college devoted to the cult of Augustus, which offered a rare avenue towards visibility and honour. More still left their mark in subtler ways.

			Graffiti, sometimes carefully painted in red by hired hands, at other times hastily scratched into plaster with a stylus pen, blanketed Pompeii’s shops, houses, temples, brothels and bathhouses. Around 10,000 examples have been recorded to date, capturing everything from names and boasts to insults, advertisements, rumours and shopping lists. However trivial they may have seemed at the time, each one offers a rare and intimate glimpse into lives that might otherwise have vanished.

			The eruption of Vesuvius, one of the deadliest in history, consumed the city in less than 24 hours, silencing its streets and sealing its hopes, fears and ambitions beneath 6 metres of volcanic material. On that day, the people of Pompeii achieved the immortality they had long sought, but not in a way they could ever have imagined. Though it may feel unsettling to peer so closely into lives that ended so abruptly, their longing for remembrance is a thought I try to hold onto, whether I’m standing before a plaster cast or reading a name scratched into a wall.
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			Figure 2: Electoral graffiti on the Via dell’Abbondanza, Pompeii’s busiest shopping street

	

			However, there’s a difference between remembering a city and truly knowing its people. While visitors admire the brothels, giggle at phallic carvings and wander through grand atrium houses, they often struggle to connect with the lives behind them. It is easy to forget that Pompeii was a living, breathing place, full of people with families, dreams and anxieties who, just like us, experienced sickness, heartache, joy, wonder, jealousy and everything in between. Their lives were every bit as complex as ours, though their stories are too often eclipsed by the drama of their death, or by the better-known names of Roman history. If we are to truly understand these people, to know them as more than footnotes to tragedy, we must return to their beginning and trace how Pompeii came to be in order to discover how its people shaped, and were shaped by, the city they left behind.

			‘Ancient’ Pompeii

			Pompeii lies at the heart of the fertile region the Romans once called Campania Felix, or ‘Lucky Campania’. In fact, Strabo tells us that the land was so fruitful it could yield up to four harvests per year. For centuries, Mount Vesuvius had watched silently over this landscape, its forested slopes and rich volcanic soil nourishing orchards, vineyards and olive groves. To those who lived in its shadow, the mountain was a giver of life: a steady, unshakable presence that shaped the land and sustained the economy.

			In a fresco from the House of the Centenary, we see Vesuvius depicted as a lush green giant, its slopes heavy with trellised vines and fruit trees. Beside it stands Bacchus, the Roman god of wine, lavishly robed in grapes and crowned in vines, the personification of the mountain’s bounty and the blessings it bestowed. Painted some time before the eruption, this is the earliest known painting of Vesuvius, and it offers a wonderfully vivid glimpse into how the people of Pompeii viewed their landscape: not as a looming threat, but as a source of life.

			By the time this fresco was painted some time after 55 CE, Pompeii was already an ancient city, its identity shaped by centuries of change. Its streets and structures had been shaped by successive waves of settlement, each one layering new customs, languages and beliefs onto the last. Greeks, Oscans, Etruscans, Samnites and finally Romans all left their mark, not only on the city’s architecture and layout, but on its daily routines, rituals, religions, social structures and tongues spoken in its streets. Their legacies were not always visible on the surface, but they ran deep into the bones of the city, the population of 79 CE undoubtedly aware of the cultural tapestry that made up their home.

	
			[image: A fresco depicting a figure in ancient attire holding a staff stands beside a volcano. Birds and a large snake are present amidst decorative foliage and patterns.]

			Figure 3: Fresco from the House of the Centenary (IX.8.6)

	

			The Oscans, an Italic people of southern Italy, were among the first to settle in the area of Pompeii. In the eighth or seventh century BCE they founded five hamlets along the River Sarno. It is thought that Pompeii took its name from the Oscan word for ‘five’, though some prefer the later legend that gave the credit to Hercules. It was said that as he returned from a victory in Spain, he drove his cattle in triumph through Campania in a pompē, a procession that supposedly gave Pompeii its name (and nearby Herculaneum his own). The Greeks had arrived in Campania around the same time, having been drawn by the sweep of the Bay of Naples and its fertile soil.3 While they never established Pompeii as a Greek city in the way they did Cumae or Neapolis, their imprint on the region was unmistakable, and their influence in art, religion and culture would ripple through Campania for centuries.

			The Etruscans also leant their influence to Pompeii. Expanding south from their homeland of Etruria (modern-day Tuscany), they too were drawn to Campania by its rich land and trade routes from as early as the ninth century BCE. By the seventh and sixth centuries BCE, the Etruscans had established cities and a connected trade network, bringing with them technologies, long-distance commerce and cultural sophistication, which helped to reshape the early settlement of Pompeii into something larger and better connected. Their dominance in Campania, however, was short-lived. After their naval defeat by the Greeks at Cumae in 474 BCE, Etruscan power in the region became almost invisible by the late fifth century, though their influence lingered in Pompeii in its fortifications, religion and trade practices.

			It is almost directly after the expulsion of the Etruscans that we see changes in settlement patterns, the titles of magistrates and the language in Pompeii because, by the late fifth century, new forces were pressing into the fertile plains of Campania. The Oscan-speaking Samnites, a people from the rugged central Apennines, descended into the region and gradually took control of Pompeii and other Campanian cities. Drawing inspiration from their close contact with the Greek cities of the Bay, they adopted Hellenistic styles and ideas to express their new power.

			Across Italy, the Samnites had fought bitterly against Rome in the three major Samnite Wars (343–290 BCE), but Pompeii itself stayed largely outside these conflicts. Instead, after Rome’s victory over the Samnites, the city asserted its dominance over Campania, and Pompeii was forced to become a socius, or subordinate ally of Rome. This meant that Pompeii was bound to provide troops and resources to Rome despite being denied the rights of citizenship. Despite that unequal status, the city prospered. Agriculture flourished in the volcanic soils, and trade in oil and wine flowed through its port, bringing wealth and new connections. Between 300 and 180 BCE, the number of people living inside the city walls grew, as insulae (city blocks) were laid out in previously undeveloped areas likely used for agriculture.

			By the second century BCE, Pompeii under Samnite control was thriving and beginning to take on a distinctly Hellenistic character in its infrastructure. Its transformation was accelerated with the construction of major public buildings such as the Temple of Jupiter, the Large Theatre and the Basilica, while the Stabian Baths were expanded and remodelled.

			But this prosperity existed alongside constant threat. Pirates prowled the Mediterranean, attacking coastal towns like Pompeii and disrupting sea trade, while, closer to home, unrest among Italic peoples pushed tensions across the peninsula to breaking point. Around 216 BCE, refugees displaced by Hannibal from the nearby city of Nuceria are thought to have settled in Pompeii, expanding the area east of the Via Stabiana, one of the city’s major thoroughfares, and adding further to the city’s population and diversity. By this time, Rome’s power was spreading quickly across the Mediterranean. Yet Pompeii, fiercely independent, held fast to its own identity, even as Roman ways crept ever deeper into daily life.

			The Romans

			A major turning point for Pompeii came in the first century BCE, beginning with the outbreak of the Social War (91–87 BCE). In 91, the Roman politician Marcus Livius Drusus proposed a bill that would grant Roman citizenship to all Italic peoples, turning them from subjects into partners. The landed upper classes and the Senate, fearful of losing their power, rejected the proposal and, as was often the fate of reformers in the late Republic, Drusus was assassinated. His death triggered a widespread uprising among Rome’s Italian allies, who had long endured the burdens of military service and taxation without the rights of citizenship.

			Pompeii had served as one of these allies for centuries, and yet, like many Italic settlements, it had grown weary of supporting an increasingly autocratic and repressive power without political rights. In response to Drusus’ violent death, the Italic allies of Rome took up arms and marched against Rome, with Pompeii eagerly joining the rebellion. By 90 BCE, Rome had defeated many of the northern rebels and reclaimed much of Campania, but Pompeii remained undefeated. Growing tired of the costly war, the senator Lucius Julius Caesar, cousin of the future dictator Gaius Julius Caesar, passed a law granting Roman citizenship to all Italians who had not rebelled or who were willing to surrender. Satisfied with achieving their aim, many towns laid down their weapons. Pompeii, however, refused.

			In 89, Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo (the father of Pompey the Great, the brilliant general who would later dominate Roman politics alongside Julius Caesar and Crassus) was sent to crush the remaining rebels in the north, while Lucius Cornelius Sulla, one of Julius Caesar’s most formidable political foes, led Roman forces against the Samnites and insurgents in Campania. Sulla’s decisive victory at the Battle of Nola cemented his military reputation and paved the way for his rise to power. From there, his forces turned their attention to rebel strongholds along the Bay of Naples. Herculaneum, some 16 kilometres from Pompeii in the direction of Naples, fell after a short but fierce siege, while Stabiae, only 6 kilometres from the city, was razed entirely, a brutal display meant to deter further resistance.

			Pompeii continued to resist. Surrounded by Sulla’s forces, it endured a prolonged siege before finally surrendering in late 89. Traces of the battle are visible today: holes left by Sulla’s ballistae (stone-throwing artillery) can be seen in the city walls near the Herculaneum Gate. But Pompeii wasn’t punished – yet. In that same year, Rome passed the Lex Plautia Papiria, which extended Roman citizenship (civitas) to Italians who were registered in allied communities and who applied to a Roman praetor (magistrate) within 60 days. This law effectively incorporated most of Italy south of the River Po, including Pompeii, into the Roman state. While this formally ended the Social War and made Pompeii a citizen town, the reality was more complex.

			A Roman colony

			Rome did not forget Pompeii’s defiance during the Social War. In 80 BCE, during the dictatorship of Sulla, Pompeii was officially declared a Roman colony. While this might seem like a reward, it was very much the opposite; instead it was punishment for resisting the Roman might during the Social War. Pompeii was renamed Colonia Cornelia Veneria Pompeianorum: Cornelia after Sulla’s family name, and Veneria in honour of Venus, the family’s patron deity. Sulla appointed his nephew, Publius Cornelius Sulla, to oversee the colonisation, settling thousands of Roman military veterans in the city, many of whom were loyalists of their former commander. These new colonists quickly took over Pompeii’s political and economic life, while much of the existing Oscan and Samnite population was displaced or subordinated. Estimates suggest that between 4,000 and 5,000 settlers were added to the city’s population.

			Colonisation permanently altered Pompeii’s urban landscape. Public buildings were Romanised, Latin replaced Oscan as the dominant language, and the city became firmly embedded within the Roman state as a conquered territory under Rome’s control. Some local families managed to retain their status, but many were dispossessed, their land confiscated and redistributed to the veterans of Sulla’s army. With the arrival of Roman defenders in Pompeii, the walls were no longer needed, and houses were built on top of the ramparts to take advantage of the beautiful coastal view to the west. To the south-east, former Samnite-owned homes were demolished to make way for a new amphitheatre, built around 70 BCE. Its construction was a calculated act of generosity by two leading colonists, Marcus Porcius and Quinctus Valgus, a move which aligned them with Roman traditions of public benefaction and helped reshape Pompeii’s identity.

			Trade, construction and commerce continued to thrive up to the mid-first century CE, but against a backdrop of uncertainty. The earthquake of 62 CE, which I generally refer to as the ‘great quake’ in this book, had caused widespread damage, and aftershocks continued to rattle the region. Properties were being repurposed, neighbourhoods reshaped, and the population was adjusting to new realities. It was a period of both adaptation and advancement, where opportunity and instability coexisted at every level of society. It is during this transformation that this book begins, on the day before the eruption that would seal Pompeii’s place in history.

			The date of the eruption

			Our earliest reference for the date of the Vesuvian eruption comes from Pliny the Younger’s letter to the historian Tacitus, written some two decades after the event. In it, he describes how his uncle, Pliny the Elder, observed an unusual cloud rising above Mount Vesuvius on 24 August 79 CE. Pliny’s observation has gone on to shape centuries of scholarship, and in December 2024, the Director of the Archaeological Park of Pompeii, Gabriel Zuchtriegel, confirmed that the official date of the eruption would remain the one first recorded by Pliny the Younger. There are, however, several reasons why I remain unconvinced by this date.

			It is worth keeping in mind that this was a private letter, written years after the event, and passed down to us only as a result of manuscript copies preserved by monastic scribes during the Middle Ages. The earliest surviving copy of Pliny’s letters dates back to the sixth century. Medieval scribes copied out full texts in gruelling copying sessions, and as such were exhausted and overworked, and therefore prone to human error. Marginal notes from the time sometimes reveal their frustrations. One simply reads: ‘Now I’ve written the whole thing. For Christ’s sake, give me a drink.’ Given this, it’s easy to understand how skipped lines, incorrect readings, or misinterpretations of Roman calendrical terms, which were notoriously complex, could slip into manuscripts from time to time.

			In ancient Rome, dates were not numbered in a simple sequence like ours. Instead, they were counted backwards from three fixed points each month: the kalends (the first day, traditionally the new moon), the nones (either the fifth day in a short month, or the seventh day in a long month, and traditionally the first quarter of a moon cycle) and the ides (the thirteenth or the fifteenth day, and traditionally the full moon).4 The Romans also counted inclusively, meaning that they included both the day they were counting from and the day they were counting to. So, ante diem nonum Kalendas Septembris (a.d. IX Kal. Sept. for short) means ‘the ninth day (nonum) before the first day (Kalends) of September’, which works out as 24 August. You would be forgiven for thinking this is an incredibly complicated way to record the date, and it’s not hard to imagine how easily a scribe might have made a mistake.5

			The margin for error is not insignificant, and there is material evidence for a different date: a charcoal graffito found in a house undergoing renovation in Pompeii in Region V in 2018. It reads XVI (ante) K(alendas) Nov(embres) – that is, 17 October – and is followed by a line which has been translated as ‘he indulged in food in an immoderate manner’ or ‘they took the oil to the pantry’. Given the context of the house, the charcoal note was likely left by a builder or decorator. Charcoal is a temporary medium, and it seems improbable that such a note would remain untouched on a blank wall for an entire year, in view of the number of properties undergoing rapid change post-62. It is therefore far more plausible that this was written shortly before the eruption.

			As an archaeobotanist, I work with ancient plant remains, and the seasonal indicators preserved in Pompeii also point to an eruption in the autumn. Pomegranates, which ripen between late September and November, were found carbonised in large quantities at Villa B, Oplontis, a working villa just outside Pompeii where I have excavated myself. Archaeologists have also found evidence of other fruits and nuts typically harvested from September or October onwards, such as figs, fresh chestnuts, walnuts and wine grapes. While some argue that climate change might have altered harvest times, and these items could be preserved (which they often were), the ancient texts and ongoing agricultural practices in the region today suggest consistency in seasonal rhythms.

			Then there are the coins. In the 1970s, a hoard discovered in the House of the Golden Bracelet included two coins bearing IMP XV and the image of the Emperor Titus. We know from inscriptions elsewhere that the Emperor Titus had already received his fourteenth acclamation on 7 or 8 September 79 CE, meaning that his fifteenth acclamation (IMP XV) would have come at a later date. However, it was later found that the coin actually read IMP XIIII COS VII, marking his fourteenth acclamation, which equates to a minting date of between July and August 79 CE. While this neither proves nor disproves either an August or October date, it is unlikely that these two coins would have gone into circulation in Pompeii within this short space of time.6

			Another small but curious detail lies in clothing and furniture. Several victims were found wearing cloaks and heavier garments, and braziers had been left in use in rooms and corridors. If you’ve been to southern Italy in August, you’ll understand why this stands out as unusual. It is possible the victims were wearing heavy clothing to protect themselves from the falling dust and pumice, and while people might have grabbed what they could in haste, the use of heating equipment, such as braziers, at the time of the eruption suggests cooler weather.

			Taking into account the manuscript transmission, the agricultural evidence, the coin hoard, the clothing and domestic heating, as well as the charcoal graffito, I find the case for a later eruption date more persuasive than the traditional one. While no single piece of evidence is definitive, taken together they suggest the eruption likely occurred after 24 August 79 CE. For that reason, I have adopted the date of 24 October 79 CE throughout this book.

			Reconstructing lives

			Drawing on archaeological evidence, inscriptions and material culture, this book follows six individuals and one family through their final 24 hours in the city. In their homes and workplaces, through their routines, beliefs and relationships, we glimpse a place not frozen in time, but caught in the midst of change, its people adjusting and enduring, unaware of what lay ahead.

			After years researching Pompeii’s architecture, gardens and the ways in which Roman identity and memory were woven into the fabric of daily life, the same characters emerged repeatedly. Others surfaced unexpectedly, often in moments of serendipity, when a story I had begun to piece together was suddenly reinforced by evidence or, just as often, when the evidence itself suggested a narrative I had not yet considered. Because of this, writing this book felt freeing, releasing these characters’ stories from my head like Minerva from Jupiter’s.

			Each person featured in this book was chosen with care, choices that I describe in more detail in the Author’s Note section at the back. An abundance of evidence alone was not the only criterion for their selection. In fact, it was often quite the opposite, for my aim is to illuminate the lives of people history tends to forget. Together, they represent a cross section of Pompeian society: from the enslaved and the freed to artisans, minor officials, religious leaders, women and members of the political elite. Some of them are well documented, often as a result of elite bias, while others, deliberately ignored in their own time, can be found only in the graffiti scrawls, humble cooking pots and ledgers left behind. But all represent those often overlooked in favour of more famous names or dramatic discoveries. Their stories might be quieter, but I believe they offer a deeper, more textured understanding of the city and the people who once called it home.

			What follows, therefore, is evidence-based storytelling, now sometimes referred to as critical fabulation.7 This is a methodology that uses what survives in records to expand and challenge how history is told, and in doing so, refuses to accept silence as absence. Instead, it allows the historian to restore complexity, agency and emotional depth to those who were historically marginalised or flattened by dominant narratives.

			The strength of this approach lies in its refusal to treat gaps in the evidence as dead ends. Instead, it regards absence as productive space, one in which we can explore historically grounded possibilities, and reconstruct plausible scenarios using our common sense as fellow human beings, rather than simply acknowledge the loss. It allows us to move beyond the limitations of what survives in the archaeological or textual record and to imagine the interior lives, relationships and choices of those who would otherwise remain voiceless.

			However, critical fabulation also presents risks and limitations. It requires careful methodological restraint to avoid projecting modern sensibilities or overstepping the limits of what the evidence can reasonably support. There is a fine line between imaginative reconstruction and unwarranted speculation, and while this method can open new perspectives, it also demands transparency about where the evidence ends and interpretation begins. These reconstructions, then, are not intended as fully formed historical certainties. Rather, they are possibilities and narratives grounded in archaeological and literary evidence that aim to shine a light on the complexity, diversity and humanity of life in Pompeii. Through them, I hope not only to bring to life the final day of the city, but also the people that made it a living place before it became a ruin.

			In the case of the people chosen for this book, some are known by name, their identities and addresses preserved, while others, unnamed but no less real, have been reconstructed from the traces they left behind. If a person, occupation or activity could not reasonably have existed, they do not appear here. Where lives survive only in fragments, I’ve drawn these together to create composites, grounded in material evidence, spatial logic and broader historical patterns.

			Although we know the names of many individuals who lived in Pompeii before the eruption, we cannot be sure of what happened to them. Not a single confirmed survivor has ever been identified with certainty and, because of this, the fates I have given to the people in this book are imagined. Some died in their homes, surrounded by familiar objects, others collapsed in the streets or sought shelter in public buildings, while many more attempted (and managed) to flee. Together, their stories speak to the range of human responses, and fates, in the face of sudden disaster.

			Population estimates for Pompeii vary, but the most accepted range is between 15,000 and 20,000, leaning towards the upper end with enslaved people included. As of a few years ago, around 1,050 bodies had been recovered from the two-thirds of the city that have so far been excavated, and more are still being found. Extrapolating this for the whole town gives an estimated death toll of around 1,600 to 1,700, suggesting a mortality rate of somewhere between 9 and 11 per cent.

			While these numbers remind us of the scale of the tragedy, they do not capture the lives behind them. And so, as you turn the pages of this book, I invite you to immerse yourself in the living world of Pompeii. Not the silent, grey ruins of today, but the bustling, vibrant city that once teemed with life. Walk its streets, hear the chatter of its markets, smell the scent of industry and feel the pulse of a community holding a growing Empire on its shoulders, all the while unaware of the tragedy that would soon unfold. I hope the stories you find here connect you with the humanity behind the artefacts, the aspirations beyond the inscriptions and the resilience of those who lived, loved and dreamed in this altogether ordinary city. It is my privilege to bring their lost voices back into the light, to be heard and remembered once more.

			
				
					1. I take the date of the earthquake to be 62 CE.

				

				
					2. A famine appears to have occurred post-41 CE, while in 59 CE, a huge riot broke out between Pompeian fans and visiting Nucerian fans at the amphitheatre in Pompeii, resulting in the town being punished by the Senate with a 10-year ban on holding gladiatorial games and the dispersal of all unofficial occupational groups.

				

				
					3. The earliest settlement was Cumae, founded around 750–730 BCE by settlers from Euboea (probably from the cities of Chalcis and Eretria). This became the first Greek colony on the Italian mainland. Oscan is one of the three main dialects that form the Italian branch of the Indo-European family of languages (along with Umbrian and Latin).

				

				
					4. I am referring here to the calendar established by Julius Caesar during his reforms in 46 BCE, the calendar system we still use today. This is when two more months, July and August, were added to the calendar which, following his assassination, were then renamed from Quintilis and Sextilis to Iulius and Augustus, after the two key political figures.

				

				
					5. We actually have four recorded dates for the eruption in manuscripts: 24 August, 30 October, 1 November and 23 November.

				

				
					6. Richard Abdy (2013). The Last Coin in Pompeii: A Re-evaluation of the Coin Hoard from the House of the Golden Bracelet, The Numismatic Chronicle 173, pp. 79–83; Doronzo et al. (2022). The 79 CE Eruption of Vesuvius: A Lesson from the Past and the Need of a Multidisciplinary Approach for Developments in Volcanology, Earth-Science Reviews 231.

				

				
					7. As I was finishing this book, I discovered that the method I had intuitively followed aligns with what Saidiya Hartman, in her 2008 essay ‘Venus in Two Acts’, defined as ‘critical fabulation’, a methodology which allowed her to reimagine the lives of enslaved people in the Atlantic slave trade. Like myself, Hartman was unaware that she had been practising ‘critical fabulation’ for 2 years prior to her coining of the term. Around the same time, other writers, such as Carole Boston Weatherford in Moses: When Harriet Tubman Led Her People to Freedom (2006), were also blending archival research with imaginative storytelling to recover lost voices from the past.

				

			

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Invisible Slave

			The eighth hour (1 p.m.), 23 October 79 CE

			The sun was high overhead in the sky, casting short shadows across the bustling streets as a young man navigated the throngs of people.1 A small tattoo, GCP VI, on his sun-kissed upper arm identified him as the slave of a well-known, and much loved, political figure in the city, Gaius Cuspius Pansa, one of four aediles voted into office by the people in the July just passed.2 The marketplace teemed with shoppers and merchants eager to make a sale, the air thick with the heady scent of exotic spices from far-flung lands, freshly baked bread and the smell of roasted meats on the warm breeze. A gaggle of women clustered around a fountain, as they filled jugs with water and exchanged the latest gossip, ignoring the auction scene going on behind them. The young man stopped and let his eyes rove across the auction. His name was Petrinus.

			A line of fair-skinned men and women stood shoulder to shoulder on a raised wooden podium. Their eyes, puffy from crying, were fixed on the ground, and long strands of unkempt blonde and auburn hair fell across their dirt-streaked faces. A child no older than 5 peered out from the line, his small voice breaking into sobs for his mother who stood beside the slave dealer as he haggled with the auctioneer over the lowest acceptable price for her. A sharp pang gripped Petrinus’ chest. The boy’s tear-streaked face was too familiar, a memory of the time he had stood in that very child’s place, more than once.

			Petrinus felt the scratch of his rough tunic as he readjusted the basket on his back, moving on before anyone caught his lingering glance. Hopping over the stepping stones leading from one side of the street to the other – one, two, three – over the flow of bodily fluids, horse manure and the previous night’s rainwater, Petrinus mentally checked off the items he needed to buy for the evening’s feast. Their household cook, a large, jovial Gaul named Lavinia, would not thank him for leaving anything out.

			First were exotic fruits from the East, prized for their rarity and vibrant flavours. They were a common commodity for a man as wealthy as his master. He made his way through the town’s busiest street, the Via dell’Abbondanza, to reach the forum before the traders shut up shop. Normally, they would close up shop around the tenth hour, but you never could know for sure how long they’d stay open on games day. Petrinus wove through groups chatting about tonight’s games, mothers corralling their children, dogs yapping at passing carts, and a hawker shouting his wares: ‘Apples! Apples!’ He passed a slave stooping to retrieve urine from a public commode on a street corner, a valuable product his master would sell to the fullers for washing the town’s clothes.

			He made a quick stop at a thermopolium, one of the many hot food shops where meals were ladled from terracotta dolia set into the counter. Their contents had never passed his own lips.3 Each morning at dawn, the shop merchants would fold back the shutters, opening their counters to the street. Poultry, garlic and herbs hung from hooks set into the ceilings, while fresh seasonal goods were laid out on little tiered steps on the counter tops. The huge terracotta dolia jars set into the marble counters brimmed with dried fruits, beans and nuts bought wholesale from local gardeners and farmers in the city and surrounding countryside. Calling out to the young girl behind the counter, Petrinus asked for equal measures of hazelnuts and almonds. Though he saw her every day, the slave didn’t raise her eyes from the counter as she passed over the small sacks of nuts, her bright-red plait falling over her shoulder.

			She turned to place the coins he had given her behind the counter, exposing a tattoo emblazoned on her right cheek: F for fugitivus, a permanent mark branding her as someone who had once tried to escape. She must have been desperate, he thought. Most slaves would never risk running away. Branding was one of the lesser punishments, public crucifixion the worst. Slaves who worked in a household or were skilled in a trade could, in theory, buy their freedom with money from their peculium, an ‘allowance’ built from tips or gifts from a generous master. In reality, so few ever managed it that the prospect seemed closer to legend than lived experience.

			Petrinus’ quiet contempt for the system that chained human beings motivated his dream to be free of it. To become a libertus, a freedman, a citizen. Long ago, his master had permitted him to begin his own peculium, though by default it was still the property of Pansa. With enough saved, he might one day buy his freedom, run a shop, start again. If Pansa allowed it. But this girl, with her rough, badly dyed tunic and the dull cast to her eyes, wore no sign of hope. Petrinus knew the owner, and he had no intention of letting her go. At least she wasn’t chained inside a prison-bakery, like some of the others in the city, a small mercy in an Empire that rarely offered any. Slaves like them were not seen as people, but as property, no better than animals in the eyes of many.

			As Petrinus passed the city’s grandest bathing complex, he slowed again, watching the early bathers milling outside. He longed to join them as a free man, unburdened by errands and expectation. The baths had been hottest a few hours earlier, but now, as the workshops emptied, the bathhouses swelled with people, the city easing from work into evening life.

			Today was no ordinary day. Tonight, Pompeii would come alive with spectators drawn to the amphitheatre by the promise of blood and spectacle. Games were common in the city but always timed to avoid clashes with those in Rome or neighbouring towns. This evening’s games were staged by the aediles, elected magistrates responsible for public events and infrastructure, supported by Petrinus’ master and incoming aedile, Pansa. He had thrown himself into the preparations, relishing the chance to impress the people before formally taking office. Petrinus had heard him practising his speech at the house, speaking in the sophisticated, measured rhythm of a man trained in the art of rhetoric from a young age.

			The spectacle would showcase some of the city’s finest gladiators, men trained in the barracks near the Greek Theatre, or at the famed Ludus Magnus in Rome, their bodies honed through years of brutal combat. Petrinus had attended the games many times as Pansa’s shadow. He could still recall the glint of steel beneath the arena’s torches, the sinewed grace of fighters moving with lethal precision, the roar of the crowd and the clang of blade on blade. Then that final, dreadful moment when a man’s life hung on the whim of the editor, the high-ranking sponsor who held the fighters’ fate in his hands. Those moments, so fleeting and savage, gave Petrinus something to cling to in an otherwise dull and invisible existence. But he wouldn’t be going today. He had a feast to help prepare.

			The life of a slave was a relentless rhythm of obedience and toil. Perhaps a quarter of all people in Rome’s empire lived in bondage, though no one really knew the number. The census counted citizens, not slaves. In Egypt, where scribes kept records with meticulous care, the number of slaves was lower. But here in Pompeii, amidst opulent villas, thriving workshops and the ceaseless flow of mercantile trade feeding the ever-hungry appetites of Rome’s citizens, the enslaved were everywhere, woven into the very foundation of the city.

			Petrinus had once listened from the shadows as the Greek tutor, who came regularly to the domus to teach the younger Pansa, had recited Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul with cool detachment, as though they were achievements to admire. In just 8 years, Caesar’s armies had conquered vast territories and enslaved more than a million people. In 57 BCE, after the siege of the Atuatuci stronghold, the mighty Caesar sold 53,000 tribespeople in just one day.4 Five years later, Caesar rewarded each of his 80,000 soldiers with a slave, a living trophy to mark their triumph at Alesia. Nameless prizes. Human beings distributed like amphorae of wine or silver coins.

			Petrinus turned the number over in his mind: 53,000. Nearly three times the population of Pompeii. An entire people, scattered like ash. Just like him.

			And yet Romans like the gens Cuspia, Pansa’s family, called it a triumph.

			They had made slavery so routine, so abundant, that a life could be tossed away like dice across a gaming board. Petrinus was disposable and he knew it. And yet a flicker of hope always lingered. To be free meant that his children would be born as full Roman citizens, not as property but as people with rights. His child could walk through the forum without deference, vote, hold office, be Roman. It was a prize so coveted that foreign soldiers laboured 25 years in the legions for it, bleeding on distant battlefields in the hope of winning citizenship for themselves and securing a future where their children would never know servitude.

			Some did rise from slavery to become successful. Immensely successful, at that. Pansa had talked of the two Vettii brothers who lived across the city. Yet judging by the tone of Pansa’s guests, this wasn’t an outcome they celebrated. The liberti, or freed class, existed in a liminal space, neither enslaved nor fully equal to a freeborn ingenuus, or Roman citizen. Some Romans sneered at them, dismissing them as men who had once been owned. Others resented their ambition, uneasy at the sight of freedmen who had surpassed the old families in trade, power and influence. Petrinus had watched from the sidelines as freedmen navigated a world that would never let them forget, still carrying the weight of what they had been, despite great fame and fortune.

			And yet, he knew which life he would choose.

			If freedom came with social debts and quiet reminders of past servitude, so be it. Better a man who had to fight for his place than one who was never given a choice at all.

			There were many paths to freedom, some grand and others quietly improvised. Manumissio vindicta, freedom ‘by the rod’, was a staged trial before a magistrate with absolute power, or imperium. After the slave was declared free, their owner remained silent, and the magistrate touched the slave with a staff, reciting the set formula that made the act official. This formal manumission bestowed full citizenship and status upon the libertus or liberta. A less formal route, manumissio inter amicos, involved a simple declaration of freedom spoken by the master in front of friends. It was freedom of a sort, though it lacked some of the legal weight of full manumission, creating a Junian Latin without full Roman citizenship.

			In manumissio censu, slaves were transformed in a moment from property to person by the entry of their name into the census. Others were set free by the stroke of a stylus in a will, though by then, their master was long past hearing any words of thanks. And then there were whispers of the Christians, a new sect that spoke of spiritual equality and practised manumissio in ecclesia, freeing slaves in their gatherings as an act of religious devotion. But that was a distant promise, something happening in other cities, in other worlds. Not here in Pompeii.

			***

			From a nearby stall, set up alongside many others in the city’s main square, a familiar voice called out; Philemon, the old fruit seller, his smile a gap-toothed crescent moon, gestured towards a pile of pomegranates and dates, their skins
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