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			The Eruption of Vesuvius

			Key information

			
					When: 24 August 79

					Where: Pompeii, Campania (Italy)

					Context:	Roman Empire

	The eruption of Vesuvius




					Main actors:	Pliny the Elder, Latin naturalist and writer (23-79)

	Pliny the Younger, Latin writer (61-114)

	Giuseppe Fiorelli, Italian archaeologist (1823-1896)




					Repercussions:	A world-class archaeological site for the discovery of ancient life

	Endangered remains




			

			The city of Pompeii, located in the Italian Bay of Naples, is famous for the remarkable preservation of its remains and the exceptional testimony it provides of ancient life. Ironically, that which caused the disappearance of the city is also what protected it from the ravages of time. The eruption of Vesuvius on 24 August 79 indeed covered all the plains that lie between the slopes and the Mediterranean with a protective gangue, preserving it for over 1 500 years. However, although Pompeii is the symbol of this catastrophe, its inhabitants were not the only victims, and the land classified by UNESCO since 1997 exceeds the limits of this one city. There were actually five cities that were engulfed in the pyroclastic flow in this region of Campania: Herculaneum, a maritime town of 5 000 inhabitants, the northernmost, Oplontis, a seaside city, Pompeii, the largest with about 20 000 inhabitants, Boscoreale, and finally to the south, the small port of Stabiae, where Pliny the Elder died on 25 August 79. Rediscovered in the 17th century, with the great advantage of being located in a very undeveloped area and therefore being accessible for excavations, there are now over 98 hectares that provide archaeologists, historians and visitors with an understanding of an intense life, but also the story of a terrible tragedy.

		


		
			Context

			Pompeii, an ancient city
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			Overview of Pompeii’s ruins, engraving from Die Gartenlaube. Leipzig: Ernst Keil Edition, 1856.

			When Vesuvius erupted, the plains surrounding it were populated. In fact, there were a total of four cities. The most active, from an economic and political point of view, was Pompeii. Totaling 20 000 inhabitants, it was located on a plateau at the mouth of the river Sarno. Its position allowed it to monitor the coast that extended from its feet. Oplontis was not strictly a town, but a residential and seaside neighborhood of Pompeii. Herculaneum, further north, was a port that accommodated both luxurious residences and fishermen’s houses. Stabiae was a wealthy seaside resort. The hinterland had numerous villas, and agricultural land extended almost to the top of Vesuvius.

			Settlement in this territory was ancient. Despite the risks from volcanic areas, the particular fertility of the soil there was attractive. Although remains from the end of prehistory have been found in Pompeii, the first installation of a real village seems to date back to the 7th century B.C., with the installation of Oscan people (people that came from the Apennines). First under Greek influence, Pompeii then passed to the Etruscans who gained the south of Italy from Tuscany during the 6th century B.C., founding new cities as they went. The city’s position was strategic for the Etruscans, who faced the powerful Greek colonies. Indeed, the site allowed for both control of the sea and of the fertile valley of the Sarno, a navigable river that leads to another Etruscan city, Nucera, thus connecting the Mediterranean maritime trade with the interior of Campania. Therefore, the Etruscans seem to have united the local people in organized cities.

			However, in the 5th century B.C., first the Greeks, after the naval victory of Cuma (474 B.C.), then the Samnites arrived in Campania from the Appenines, undermining the Etruscan civilization. The Samnites then took possession of Pompeii. The city spread, surrounded by impressive fortifications, and the countryside was organized into farms. But the Romans, whose power began to exceed the Latium (central Italian region), became formidable opponents. During the second war between the Romans and the Samnites, at the end of the 4th century B.C. (327-302), the Samnites were forced to hand over control of Campania to their opponents. The Samnite Pompeii became the ally of Rome and remained its ally during the second Punic War (218-201 B.C.), against the Carthaginian Hannibal (general and statesman, 247-183 B.C.). This loyalty enabled it to thrive throughout the 3rd and 2nd centuries B.C. The city was growing, both within its fortifications and across its territory, where agricultural properties thrived. But in 90 B.C., the social war (from socii, Latin, meaning “allies”) between Rome and its allied cities broke out.

			The social war: Rome’s conquest of Italy

			At the dawn of our era, Italy was composed of a mosaic of peoples (Samnites, Marsi, Apulians, Lucanians, Gauls, etc.), whose cities had, over the years of conflicts and defeats, allied with Rome. But in the early 1st century B.C., tensions were rising. Indeed, while using the armed forces supplied by allies to conquer new territories, Rome still considered these allies to be its vassals and did not hesitate to interfere in their political and economic life. When a bill was established aiming to allow only Roman citizens to benefit from public land obtained by the Romans during their conquests, the tribune Livius Drusus (died in 91 B.C.) was against this idea and advocated the granting of Roman citizenship to all inhabitants of allied cities before the Senate. The refusal of this idea, as well as his assassination, added fuel to the fire.

			The allied cities then tried to meet in a confederation (the “Italic confederation”, after the name of the peoples of the peninsula), under the direction of the Marsi Quintus Pompedius Silo (died 88 B.C.) and Samnite Claudius Papius Mutilis. In 90 B.C., under Julian law, Rome finally agreed to extend Roman citizenship to all the cities which did not rebel against its authority.

			
				
					Roman citizenship

					In the 1st century, Roman citizenship applied to five categories of men:

					
							The sons of a Roman citizen;

							The freed slaves of Roman citizens;

							Foreigners who had served in the Roman army for more than 24 years;

							Magistrates of foreign cities governed by Latin law;

							The inhabitants of any city conquered by favor of the emperor.

					

					However, only the citizen sons of Roman citizens could access the magistracy and the Senate.

					After the social war, the allied cities of southern Italy and Cisalpine Gaul and Gaul (edict of Emperor Claudius, 48) obtained citizenship for their inhabitants, provided they meet the financial criteria. Finally, the Edict of Caracalla (212) granted citizenship to all free men of the empire.

					Once acquired, it gave access to civil, political and military rights, and allowed in particular for the following of the cursus honorum, which gave access to the highest administrative positions in Rome. It was also accompanied by obligations such a tax payment, identification, financial or personal involvement in the defense of the empire, etc.

				

			

			At the same time, Rome sent its armies, led by General Sulla (138-78 B.C.), to subdue the rebels, which included Herculaneum and Pompeii. The first became a municipium (cited autonomous government, often modeled on Roman institutions, with a reduced right of citizenship), while the second was proclaimed a Roman colony in 80 B.C., under the name of Colonia Cornelia Veneria Pompeianorum (“colony dedicated to Venus Pompeiana”). The colony differed from the municipium in the sense that half of its population were settlers (Roman citizens) and half were from the indigenous Italics. Many Romans then moved to Pompeii, occupying the residences of former elites and Samnites whose land holdings had been appropriated.

			This was followed by an era of prosperity, which continued under the empire. Under the reign of Augustus (Roman emperor, 63-14 B.C.), Campania was attached to Lazio to constitute the first administrative region of the Roman Empire. Augustus favored the bourgeoisie of Pompeii, including old local families, in order to attract their support. In return, they helped to enrich the city, celebrating the imperial cult, which was public and compulsory, through magnificent architectural achievements. Under his reign, aqueducts and water towers were also built, which supplied water to not only public fountains, but also the private houses of Herculaneum and Pompeii. Prosperity continued with the successors of Augustus. The cities of the Neapolitan bay attracted the Roman aristocracy, who moved to the city, but especially to the villas of the countryside and the seaside.

			But Pompeii was not only a resort. It was primarily a leading merchant city, characterized by the intensity of its trade with the rest of the empire. It attracted a cosmopolitan population and enjoyed a lively political life. With the eruption of 24 August, this vitality would come to an abrupt end.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The cities of Pompeii and the Bay of Naples attracted many Roman personalities. Two of them in particular left evidence of their taste for their Campanian residences. Poppea (30-65), the second wife of Emperor Nero (37-68) had a residence in Oplontis, whose remains are still visible today and attest to its refinement. Cicero (Roman philosopher and politician, 106-43 B.C.) also stayed regularly at his villa in Pompeii, where he composed some of his writings, and which he praised for its charms in his correspondence. Spartacus (Thracian gladiator slave, died in 71 B.C.), head of the slave revolt in 73 B.C., found refuge on the slopes of Vesuvius before fleeing to Gaul.

				

			

			The eruption of Vesuvius

			Representations of the volcano, beneath which lay these prosperous cities, show a sharp mountain peak covered with cultivated land, particularly vineyards. The first Greek settlers in the area had nicknamed it “Campi Flegrei” (“burning fields”), in reference to the boiling water resurgences. Some authors, such as Strabo (Greek geographer, c. 64 B.C.-25 A.D.), described the volcanic nature of the terrain. The tranquility that reigned for several hundred years made the inhabitants forget about the danger of the location. The first warning shot took place on 5 February 62. The stories of Tacitus (Roman historian, 56-117) in the Annales and Seneca (Roman philosopher, politician and playwright, 4 B.C.-65 A.D.) in Questioni Naturali, and a marble bas-relief found in a villa in Pompeii all attest to an earthquake (estimated magnitude of 5), with Pompeii at the epicenter and which destroyed much of the city. When, in 79, Vesuvius awoke and erupted, the city was still being reconstructed.

		


		
			Biographies

			Pliny the Elder, naturalist and Latin writer
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			Pliny the Elder.

			Born in 23, probably in Como, Pliny the Elder was a Latin writer from a wealthy family of the equestrian order. He studied at the school of rhetoricians of Rome, then became a cavalry officer in Germany between 47 and 57. He interrupted his military career during the reign of Nero, when he resided mainly in Rome.

			Appointed Attorney of Narbonne (Roman province of southern Gaul) and Hispania by the successor of Nero, Vespasian (9-79), he took to the road and traveled to North Africa. Recalled to Rome to the Emperor’s side to be his personal adviser, he was appointed commander of the fleet stationed at Misenum on the Emperor’s death, north of the Bay of Naples, by the new Emperor Titus (38-81). Witnessing the eruption of Vesuvius in 79, he chartered a ship to observe it more closely and to rescue his friends from Stabiae, where he died of asphyxiation. 

			Passionate about learning and motivated by an insatiable curiosity, he wrote many works throughout his life in the fields of science, military history, imperial history – continuing the work of Livy (Roman historian, 59 B.C.-17 A.D.) – grammar and rhetoric, and especially A Natural History in 37 books, dedicated to Titus. This summary of ancient zoological, botanical and geographical knowledge is the only work to have reached us.

			Pliny the Younger, Latin writer

			Born in Como in 61, fatherless and raised by his guardians, Verginius Rufus (14-97), victor of the uprising of the Roman province of Lyon, senator, governor of Cisalpine Gaul and Roman consul under Emperor Nerva (30-98), and Pliny the Elder, his uncle, who adopted him in his will. He studied in Rome, in particular receiving the teachings of the famous rhetorician Quintilian (35-100). A successful lawyer, he followed the traditional curriculum honorum to access the Senator position. He was appointed imperial legate of Bithynia by Trajan (Roman Emperor, 53-117) in 111.

			His correspondence with his literary friends and with the Emperor Trajan was a masterful literary work and a precious testimony on the life and thinking of this century. It was in his letters to his friend Tacitus that he tells the story of the death of his uncle during the eruption of Vesuvius, providing a unique description of the event.

			He died in 113.

			
				
					A famous description

					The detailed description of the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 by Pliny the Younger passed to posteriry in archaeology and history, but also in volcanology. Indeed, the word “Plinian” refers to a type of eruption characterized by a viscous magma, the rise of which triggers violent explosions resulting in the issuance of eruptive clouds of several kilometers in height, followed by falling ash and volcanic fragments, based on the model of Vesuvius.

				

			

			Giuseppe Fiorelli, Italian archaeologist

			Born in Naples on 8 June 1823, Giuseppe Fiorelli studied archeology and numismatics. A member of the Archaeological Museum in Naples, he carried out his first excavations at Pompeii in 1848 for the museums. He returned to the site in 1860, this time on behalf of the University of Naples, where he was a professor of archaeology.

			He was the first to implement a search technique respecting the different archaeological strata. He also proceeded to disengage the streets, which were often neglected and cluttered with the rubble resulting from clearing the houses. He installed order in the city, which was gradually divided into regions and districts (insulae) and gave a number to each dwelling. The same careful attention was applied to the objects that he found. These were identified, numbered and listed in specific search books, published under the title Historia Pompeianorum Antiquitatum. However, his most famous achievement was the molding of some victims of the eruption. Indeed, the ashes, once solidified, retained the imprint of what they have covered, particularly the bodies, human and animal, of the victims of the disaster. The decomposition of organic matter gad created an empty space in the ask pocket. Guiseppe Fiorelli poured plaster in the pocket, before breaking the shell of hardened ash. He thus obtained body casts, frozen in the position where death had seized them. This process would then be applied to trace decomposed elements (food scraps, wood elements, etc.).

			Appointed Director of the Naples National Museum and director of the Italian National Antiquities in 1875, he died in Naples on 28 January 1896.
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