Pompeii


Pompeii was considered a large city for the time, and even more cosmopolitan than Rome, which was several days’ journey from Pompeii.  Because of Pompeii’s long and varied history of ownership, foreign influences—such as the practice of Egyptian religious rites and the use of Greek architecture—are evident everywhere in the city.  It held administrative control over the neighboring suburbs, and was a center for trade in crops, wine, and olive oil.  When Vesuvius erupted, much of Pompeii was still recovering from the great earthquake of AD 62, and evidence of massive reconstruction efforts were found during excavations.

Excavations as recent as 1999—during the expansion of the A3 autostrada, or highway—uncovered some of the finest frescoes yet found in the region.  These frescoes, found in the House of the Triclinia in Moregine, cover the walls of all three triclinia (literally, three-sided dining rooms).  The frescoes were meant to enhance the dining experience for guests, and some experts speculate that this particular site may have been a travelers’ stop for Emperor Nero himself.  An assortment of muses lines the walls, among them: Euterpe, Muse of dance and tragic choruses; Clio, Muse of history; Calliope, Muse of lyric poetry; and others.

The vibrant life evoked by these images stands in stark contrast to the remains of homes and humans found in Pompeii’s urban center.  On that terrible day, tens of thousands of Pompeians went about their business in shops that sold glassware, pottery, wine, produce, fish, and cloth.  The streets echoed with the voices of farmers, carpenters, cleaners, boat builders, and gamblers. And now, excavations tell a grim story of attempted escapes during the nineteen hours of constant assault from nearby Vesuvius.

In the midst of the first rain of volcanic material, probably during the afternoon, at least some number of the inhabitants decided to flee as they realized that the eruption and seismic shocks were not [image: image1.jpg]


diminishing.  But they were met with many obstacles: darkness caused by the dense cloud of eruptive matter emitted by the volcano, difficulty in breathing the ash-filled air, and a continuous rain of pumice and lapilli that blocked their way.  Refugees ran in different ways; some Pompeians sought refuge in Moregine.  Others went in the direction of the territory of Nuceria.  And still others fled to the seaport in the present location of Bottaio.  But there, like those who had fled from the other towns in Vesuvius’ path, they realized that escape by sea was futile.

For those who had remained in the city, the gradual accumulation of pumice began blocking doors and windows, suffocating those inside.  Others lost their lives as buildings collapsed. And still others were stranded in the higher floors of buildings where they had sought shelter.

At sunset, when the volcanic activity seemed to be waning, the surviving Pompeians, who had fled into the interior of their homes, emerged in search of a way of escaping the city.  On their own or in small groups, the survivors exhaustedly trudged on the pumice, struggling to breathe in the ash-filled air.  Lanterns lit their way as they headed towards the southern sector of the urban area in hopes of reaching the roads at the edge of the city.

But their flight was also futile.  By dawn a new surge—the third emitted by the volcano and the first to reach Pompeii—killed those who had made it beyond the city walls.

That morning, around 7:30am, the final surges struck and buried Pompeii.  Death came to any survivors who were wandering in the streets or had fled to the upper floors of buildings, to inner rooms, or below ground.  When the final surge hit at 8am, the volcanic flow collapsed the highest walls of the buildings, and swept away the bodies of the victims.
