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Pompeii and the Historical Imagination
by Gail Leggio

When we think about the ancient world, how do we visualize it? Written
accounts—those that have come down to us from antiquity and those pro-
duced by generations of later historians—Ilay a foundation for understanding.
Physical evidence gives us a more concrete sense of life in the past, of the
ancients’ high aspirations, seen in the artworks we find in museums, and of
their civic experience, glimpsed in the artifacts and layouts of archaeological
sites. But turning data into history inevitably entails interpretation, and his-
torical interpretation, while it must be based in fact, also requires imagination.
Here another category comes into play: historical fictions. At their most vivid,
these re-creations—paintings, novels and movies—shape how we picture the
past in persuasive and powerful ways. The posthumous life of antiquity in
works of the imagination is a rich subject, which the Getty Villa, in Malibuy,
California, is exploring in “The Last Days of Pompeii: Decadence, Apocalypse,
Resurrection” (September 12, 2012—January 7, 2013). Co-organized by the
J. Paul Getty Museum and the Cleveland Museum of Art, in association with
the Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec, the exhibition traces the influ-
ence of Pompeii on artists from Giovanni Battista and Francesco Piranesi to
Andy Warhol.

Pompeii was a thriving cosmopolitan Roman enclave when it was destroyed,
along with Herculaneum and a few other fashionable resort towns around the
Bay of Naples, by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD. Its reemergence in the
early decades of the eighteenth century caused a sensation. Three centuries
later, the resurrected cities continue to attract archaeologists and scholars,' and
to loom large in popular culture. The Getty curators call Pompeii a modern
obsession. The catalogue essays range across subjects as varied as technology,
installation history, erotic art and fantasy, and the Pompeian legacy in fiction
and cinema.’

The timing of the rediscovery was fortuitous, playing into and crystallizing
contemporary trends. The unearthing was a catalyst for the fledgling disci-
pline of archaeology. Architects and designers—Piranesi, Robert Adam, Josiah
Wedgwood—built up a repertoire of neoclassical motifs based on the exca-
vated artifacts, which were quickly documented by illustrators such as William
Gell (1777-1836). His Pompeiana: The Topography of Edifices and Ornaments of
Pompeii (1817-18, with an 1832 edition updated to include the latest excava-
tions) had enormous influence. Gell knew Lord Byron well and escorted Sir
Walter Scott around the excavation sites. Pompeii took its place in the itiner-
ary of the Grand Tour—a magnet for artists, writers and collectors—and
later became an important destination for less-august travelers. Susan Sontag’s
The Volcano Lover: A Romance gives us a heady drama based in the Neapolitan
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milieu of wealthy foreign visitors. Her protagonist, the Cavaliere, is a lightly
fictionalized version of Sir William Hamilton, a noted connoisseur of—and
occasionally less-than-reputable dealer in—antiquities, eventually undone by
the waves of revolution sweeping Europe and the notorious affair of his wife,
Emma, with Admiral Horatio Nelson. Sontag’s thought-provoking romance
blends elements of the historical novel with revisionist criticism.

“Living abroad facilitates treating life as a spectacle,” Sontag writes.” The
great spectacle of the Bay of Naples included not only the ancient cities and
the illustrious visitors that flocked there, but also Vesuvius itself. The volcano
was often active in the era of Pompeian rediscovery, and modern observers
testified to the aptness of the ancient description of an ash cloud like a huge
umbrella pine. The Roman admiral and naturalist Pliny the Elder was the most
famous person to perish in the 79 AD disaster, which his nephew, Pliny the
Younger, described in detail. Latter-day naturalists and scientists were curious
about the still-active volcano.

Landscape painters were drawn to Vesuvius as the embodiment of
Sublime Nature at its most terrible. Joseph Wright of Derby brought scientific
analysis, as well as an artist’s eye, to the pyrotechnics in his Vesuvius from Portici
(1774-76). Like Wright, Sebastian Pether belonged to a school of painters who
specialized in nocturnal effects, often juxtaposing moonlight with some lurid
conflagration—an iron foundry, a burning ship, a volcano. Pether came from a
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family of artists who experimented with telescopes and electricity. His Eruption
of Vesuvius with Destruction of a Roman City (1824) contrasts the Bay of Naples,
shimmering in silvery moonlight, with the fiery clouds swirling around the
volcano and the vermilion rivulets cascading toward the ancient town at its
base. The tiny cluster of buildings is an anachronistic capriccio, complete with
post-antique cupola. James Hamilton’s Last Days of Pomeii (1864) takes similar
architectural liberties, with an infernal maelstrom menacing an impossibly
scaled giant column. Through all the clear-eyed observation and wild-eyed
fantasy, the volcanic cone persists as an iconic shape. The exhibition adds to
the mix Warhol’s silkscreen Vesuvius (1985), a Pop-bright lavender, yellow and
aqua celebration of explosive energy.

In the nineteenth century, the scene of eruption was often framed as a
paysage moralisé, with the volcano providing a tragic coup de théitre or act of
divine retribution. John Martin’s Destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum (1821) is
in the same apocalyptic mode as his Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (1852).
The doomed Pompeians are overwhelmed by vortexes of fire, smoke, ash and
lightning in a proto-Hollywood spectacle, but the figures are too insubstantial
to engage us as potential characters in a narrative. The Russian painter Karl
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Briullov suggested a more accessibly human drama in his epic-scale canvas The
Last Day of Pompeii (1830—33), exhibited to great acclaim in Rome and at the
Louvre. Alexander Pushkin composed a poem about it. Briullov was inspired
by his 1821 visit to the site and, very probably, by Giovanni Pacini’s opera
Lultimo giorno di Pompei, which premiered at Teatro San Carlo in 1825. Pacini’s
fanciful plot—doomed lovers, a fictitious Christian enclave—offered a palat-
able storyline for contemporary audiences.

Jon L. Seydl writes in the Getty catalogue: “Pompeii uniquely provides
opportunities to resurrect and recast the classical past” because of the inher-
ent “tension” between the two impulses of “documentation and restaging.™
Pompeii was a richly detailed stage set, lacking only a cast of characters.
Edward Bulwer-Lytton came up with a best-selling scenario in The Last Days
of Pompeii (1834), the novel that gives the Getty exhibition its title. Bulwer-
Lytton’s potboiler was both a symptom and an expression of the Pompeii craze,
a compendium of contemporary attitudes and interests. The author dedicates
the work to Gell, praising Pompeiana as a sourcebook. Meticulous descrip-
tions of the layout and décor of the Roman house lend an air of authenticity.
While somewhat pedantic—Latin terminology is copiously deployed—this
archaeological fidelity has aged better than the banal characters and awkward
dialogue. In the Preface, Bulwer-Lytton announces his desire “to people once
again these deserted streets, to repair those graceful ruins...to wake to a second
existence—the City of the Dead!”

Bulwer-Lytton’s attempts to people the streets included a brief portrait of
an armored Roman sentry, based on remains found in Pompeii. Edward John
Poynter painted Faithful unto Deatly (1865) on the subject, showing the soldier,
standing tall and calm at his post while, in the background, disheveled citizens
flee in desperation. But the novelist’s most popular character was an invention,
Nydia, a young blind girl in the sentimental Victorian mode. Nydia, who has
an adolescent crush on Glaucus, the hero, leads him and his beloved, Ione, to
safety, then drowns herself out of unrequited love. Artists usually portrayed
her alone, as American sculptor Randolph Rogers did in Nydia, the Blind Flower
Girl of Pomperi (1853—59). His white marble image of her—clinging to her staft,
head cocked to listen, “accustomed, through a perpetual night, to thread the
windings of the city,” in Bulwer-Lytton’s words—was a great success; there
are examples at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City and the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.

The steadfast sentry and the blind girl—whom Bulwer-Lytton compared
to Psyche, Hope and “the soul itself, lone but undaunted amidst the dangers
and the snares of life”—were exemplars of heroism, but they were not great
historical figures. For centuries, artists and writers had been finding subjects in
the great events and myths of antiquity, and the monuments of Rome were a
constant presence in the mind of the West. But Pompeii was a special kind of
time machine: you could imagine the lives of everyday people, usually pushed
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to the margins by historians chronicling the exalted careers of emperors and
generals, but now paradoxically rescued from oblivion by the disaster that
overwhelmed their city.

Visitors have often shown particular interest in the remains of the dead,
a phenomenon that Mary Beard describes as a mix of “voyeurism, pathos and
ghoulish prurience,” leavened with a deeper “sense of immediate contact with
the ancient world” and “the human narratives they allow us to reconstruct.”
Mark Twain, in his generally irreverent account of Continental tourism,
Innocents Abroad (1867), finds poignant drama in Pompeii—a man clutching
gold coins, a woman wearing a necklace engraved with her name, a trapped
family: “The woman had her hands spread wide apart, as if in a mortal terror,
and I imagined I could still trace upon her shapeless face something of the
expression of wild despair that distorted it when the heavens rained fire in
these streets, so many ages ago. The girls and the man lay with their faces upon
their arms, as if they had tried to shield them from the enveloping cinders.”
Twain refers to the “skeletons” of the dead, but the skeletal remains were neg-
ligible, most bone as well as flesh having been consumed in the inferno. Yet we
know how some of the citizens looked as they fell because, in 1863, Giuseppe
Fiorelli, the man in charge of the excavations, invented a method of plaster-
casting that gave sculptural form to the hollowed-out spaces. One of the best-
known of these casts was that of a dog, chained and frantically struggling to
escape. The exhibition includes a photograph, Cast of a Dog Killed by the Evuption
of Mount Vesuvius (c. 1874), by Giorgio Sommer, as well as Allan McCollum’s
Doyg from Pomperi (1991), an installation of multiple copies. Conjured, literally,
out of empty space, the rough-hewn casts have taken on a modern, anticlassical
sculptural presence, Seydl suggests.

The multdisciplinary enterprise of the Pompeian Revival aimed to imagi-
natively reconstruct not only the spectacular deaths of the ancient citizens but
also their enviably elegant lives. Maria Wyke writes: “Both the historical novel
and the classical revival in European painting shared a scenographic exactitude
of interest in the domestic architecture, furnishings, costume and daily life of
Pompeii.” As Wyke documents in her lively book Projecting the Past: Ancient
Rome, Cinema and History, historical novels and paintings had a long afterlife in
the popular imagination because they provided visual data and themes that
were perpetuated in movies. The mania for archaeological detail grounded
fictional re-creations and helped establish a plausible ancient world while, at
the same time, holding a mirror up to contemporary society.

Nineteenth-century artists used the Pompeian style-book in various
ways. Théodore Chassériau’s Tepidarium (1853) carries the explanatory sub-
utle “Where the Women of Pompeii Came to Relax and Dry Themselves
after Bathing.” Chassériau first visited the ruins in 1840, and he faithfully
reproduces decorative motifs on chairs and braziers, as well as the chamber’s
barrel vault with its bas-reliefs and oculus. The two dozen beauties, in vari-



ous stages of undress, lounging in the chamber represent a number of ethnic
types—perhaps a reference to the cosmopolitan mix of the Roman Empire,
but just as likely an homage to the art of Chassériau’s contemporaries Jean
Auguste Dominique Ingres and Eugéne Delacroix, champions of classicism
and Romanticism, respectively, and famous for their seraglio scenes.

Jean-Léon Gérdome found inspiration for his Colosseum images in gladi-
atorial armor found at Pompeii, as did the Italian painter Francesco Netti,
in his Gladiator Fight during a Meal at Pompeii (1880). The tableau is a mix of
archaeological fact—carefully recreated wall decorations and architectural
elements, a gladiator’s helmet—and fiction. Gladiators fought in the arena,
not at private banquets. Netti amps up the debauchery, showing aristocratic
women plying the victor with wine as the loser’s body is dragged off in full
view of the revelers. Over-the-top Roman banquets and orgies have long been
de rigueur set pieces in paintings, novels and movies—from Cecil B. DeMille’s
old Hollywood epics to Fellini Satyricon (1970).

In Pompeii (2003), one of the best historical novels of recent decades, Robert
Harris includes a fine example of the Roman decadence trope. The immensely
wealthy former slave Numerius Popidius Ampliatus punishes a slave by having
him thrown into a tank of vicious eels. (The biggest eel has a gold ring in its
fin and was a favorite of Nero’s.) The ensuing banquet features, among other
delicacies, mice rolled in honey and poppy seeds and roast wild boar filled
with live thrushes. The guests—mostly old-family aristocrats in hock to the
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