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The fury of Vesuvius
Apart from some strange behaviour of animals, 
nothing could have foretold5 the fury of Mount 
Vesuvius. At about 11 am the volcano erupted, 
burying this busy city and all its residents in ten 
metres of volcanic ash6. More layers of ash, dust, 
pebbles7 and lava ensured the miraculous8 
preservation of Pompeii and its inhabitants, who 
were killed by poisonous gas9.

“It resembled a mushrooming pine tree”, 
wrote Pliny the Younger, a Roman soldier who 
witnessed the disaster from his ship. “It had 
a very tall trunk10 rising high into the sky and 
then spreading out into branches.”

The discovery
The ruins of Pompeii lay undisturbed until 1595, 
when parts of the site were first discovered. 
In the 18th century, diggers only interested in 
stealing artistic treasures began taking things 
and damaging the original site forever. 

In 1860 Giuseppe Fiorelli was put in 
charge of the first organised excavations11. 
A record was kept of all discoveries and, 
wherever possible, objects were left in the 
exact locations where they were found. It is 
thanks to Fiorelli and later archaeologists that 
in Pompeii we today have the most perfectly 
preserved image of ancient Roman life.

Exploring the streets
Porta Marina is the impressive entrance to 
Pompeii. This gate provided an entrance for 
both pedestrians and vehicles. When I entered 
it for the first time, I had no idea of the size of 
the city that lay beyond these walls.

The blocks of rock which paved12 the 
streets of Pompeii still have the marks of 
chariot13 wheels. Large raised stones, like 
modern ‘speed-bumps14’, forced chariots to 
travel slowly and allowed pedestrians to cross 
the streets without getting their feet wet.

Pompeii’s commercial quarter15 has 
enabled historians to discover detailed 
information about the inhabitants’ daily lives 
and customs. Elegant Via dell’Abbondanza 
extends for 600 metres and is lined with the 
shops of a variety of merchants. 

Several bakeries are located in Via 
dell’Abbondanza, one of the best preserved 
being the Bakery of Modesto. Amazingly, 
81 carbonised loaves16 of bread were 
discovered there!

The once impressive Forum with its temples 
where citizens worshipped and made sacrifices17 
to the gods, the beautiful homes of the wealthy, 
decorated with mosaics and frescoes of scenes 
from mythology, and the simpler homes of 
ordinary residents all quietly tell of a society 
wiped out18 by one single stroke19 of Nature.

Everyday life
The Forum Baths, an important part of daily life, 
were excavated in 1823. Divided into male and 
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The morning of 24th August 79AD began like any other day 
for the inhabitants of Pompeii. Men were standing on street 
corners, discussing the elections, slaves were running along 
the pavements on errands for their masters, while rich villa 
owners relaxed in their shady gardens, awaiting the evening’s 
gladiator combat. Down at the harbour, the valuable exports 
of Pompeii were being loaded onto ships.

Stepping stones in a Pompeian street.
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female sections, these share central heating. 
The changing rooms contain small wooden 
cupboards for clothing and seats for bathers.

The Thermopolium of Asellina is located 
close to the Forum Baths. In this thermopolium 
(restaurant) the containers for hot and cold 
drinks and food stand, waiting for customers 
who will never arrive. Here one sees wine 
urns20, oil-lamps and even cooking pots in the 
open fireplace. As Pompeii was a busy port, 

clients would visit the thermopolium from all 
parts of the world.

Entertainment was provided in the Small 
Theatre (Odeon) and the Large Theatre, still used 
today for theatrical performances. The Odeon 
has superb acoustics and was used mainly for 
musical performances, while the Large Theatre 
provided an arena for operatic, theatrical and 
gladiatorial events on a large scale21.

The victims
The Garden of the Fugitives is an orchard22 
where 13 victims were discovered in a layer 
of volcanic ash. The plaster casts23 taken of 
these corpses24 as they fell in their family 
groups – adults, youths and small children 
– show dramatically the last moments of 
Pompeii. The expressions on the victims’ 
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faces clearly show their panic and confusion. 
Of the 20,000 inhabitants of Pompeii, only 
2,000 corpses have been discovered.

Pompeii is a tribute to the powerful forces 
of Nature, and to an ancient civilisation – as 
well as to modern man, who has unveiled25 its 
secrets to show to the rest of the world.
Pearl Harris (South Africa)

In Pompeii we have 
the most perfectly 
preserved image of 
ancient Roman life.

Pompeii Bath House – natural lighting was provided by the hole in the roof.

Mother and child, victims of Vesuvius.The face of a victim of Vesuvius shows the terror 
experienced in the last moments of Pompeii.


