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Abstract
This article explores different ways of experiencing and consuming
Pompeii and Herculaneum as unique archaeological sites and
ancient cities „frozen in time“. Our research is based on rich
empirical data – interviews and sociological survey with visitors
as well as observations of tourist behaviour. The analysis shows
that the two places are easily imagined as live cities (yet this is highly individual
and depends a lot on educational, social and cultural status). This is due to the
unprecedented intact image of ancient life in Pompeii and Herculaneum as well as
due to their unique openness – visitors are given unrestricted access to enter the
houses, to feel, to touch, to walk and even to sit on the stones and the mosaics.
Tourists’ perceptions of the plaster casts containing the bodies of the victims of
the volcano were studied. A certain lack of emotional connection with the victims,
due to the distinction between history and memory, was registered. The lack of
real social connection able to produce a memory of the tragedy and the disaster is
compensated by a series of personal stories reflecting the respondents’ individual
and especially collective identities and their own tragic events. Tourist photography,
the perspective of the museum staff towards visitors’ behaviour and different aspects
of consuming both sites were also studied in detail.
Keywords: tourism, consumer culture, photography, museums, heritage, place,
emotions, disasters, experience, imagination, plaster casts, souvenirs, insideness,
post-Covid
‘There have been many disasters in the world but few have brought as much joy
to posterity. I think that it would be difficult to see anything more interesting.’
Goethe
As a cultural industry, tourism constructs places to visit by putting an emphasis
on their ‘uniqueness’. Such ‘uniqueness’ is sought and produced in two main
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ways – through ‘unique’ nature and ‘unique’ (or “authentic”) culture. Pompeii and
Herculaneum provide a perfect setting for both. On one hand, there is the killer
volcano attracting many to immerse in a deathly experience, caused by a singularly
devastating and merciless force of nature. On the other hand, there are ancient artefacts,
immaculately preserved and offering a sense of complete and true immersion in the
life of those ancient cities.
The two sites are highly visually distinctive and perfectly suited for the visual
nature of tourism (Urry 2002: 189). Being ‘frozen in time’, they are very suitable not
only to be gazed upon, but to be sensed, experienced and consumed in many different
ways. The main aim of our research project ‘Ancient City Alive: Experiencing
and Consuming Pompeii and Herculaneum’1 was to study this affective touristic
experience via anthropological methods of observation, participant observation and
in-depth interviews. Our fieldwork took place between the Second and the Third
Coronavirus waves in Europe, and without a doubt, the results were to some extent
affected by these circumstances.2 Our key research questions were the following:
how are these sites imagined and consumed as live cities? What emotions do they
evoke in visitors? What is the role of the museum authorities in this respect? What
are the visitors’ reactions to the disaster and the human tragedy the places are
associated with? How are the sites photographed and commodified?
Bulgarian research in the anthropology of tourism is still scarce.3 In the context of
the so called „heritage boom“, stimulated by the UNESCO politics of world cultural
heritage, our research refers to the theoretical approaches of cultural heritage as an
idea of recognising and appreciating culture in a „multiply constructed way“ ( i.e.
various agents recognize cultural significance of a heritage object in different ways
– Graham, Ashworth, Tunbridge 2000) and musealisation – especially the politics of
exhibition and transformation on a certain place targeting the individual knowledge
and experience of space on one hand and on the other – the third element of Eva
Sturn’s threeforld definition of musealisation: “the new relation between the subject
(viewer) and the object whereby the viewer takes on a posture of admiration” (cited in
Nelle 2009: 154). We used also John Urry’s classical text on consuming places (Urry
The project was funded by the Central Strategic Fund and the Students’ Council of New Bulgarian University – Sofia. The authors – Assoc. Prof. Evgenia Krasteva-Blagoeva, Ph.D. and her six
students conducted one week long fieldwork research in September 2021. Gratitude to museum
administrations of Pompeii and Herculaneum for their support for this project.
2 The pandemic had seriously affected tourism and air transport on a global scale. By 2019, flights
and the number of tourists had been growing steadily, and low-cost airlines were making travel
accessible to more and more people. In 2020, the decline was drastic. Pompeii and Herculaneum
had also enjoyed a progressively growing number of tourists before the epidemic (Herculaneum
visits being about 10-15% of Pompeii visits). In 2020, visitors to Pompeii had decreased by over
85%, or from about 3.8 million to approximately 500 thousand people per year. There is no data
for Herculaneum for this period.
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/abs/10.18111/wtobarometereng.2020.18.1.7 , https://www.eurocontrol.int/covid19 http://pompeiisites.org/parco-archeologico-di-pompei/dati-visitatori/
3
Yaneva 2006, 2007; Luleva 2014.
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2002) and the “dark tourism” theories (Stone et all 2018, Migon& Migon 2019).
130 interviews and 38 sociological surveys with tourists from Argentina, Australia,
Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Bulgaria, China, France, Germany, Great Britain, Hungary,
Ireland, Israel, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Slovenia,
Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland, Thailand, UK and USA were made. Most participants
were in the age range of 20 to 70 years old. There was no visible predominance of men
or women, most visitors were in pairs or as a part of a larger group. The most numerous
interlocutors were Germans. Most of the respondents were well-educated. They could
hardly be called mass tourists. Maybe the reason for this was the pandemic – the
only people willing to travel in such hard times are the ones who are really moneyed,
interested and motivated4. On the other hand, postmodern ‘disorganized capitalism’
presupposes ‘the end of tourism’ (Urry 2002: 147, 150)5 and the appearance of highly
individualized touristic forms matching personal tastes. This new type of tourism is
segmented, flexible and customized. It is a part of personal ‘life-calendars’ (Giddens
1991a) – a set of personalized subjective temporalities which are self-generated. New
tourists are used to making their own routes and program, they stay in flats rented
by platforms like Airbnb, not in hotels, and as a whole, they undermine all forms of
organized tourism. Almost all of the respondents – with the notable exception of the
Asian ones – had previous information and expectations about the sites. Some Western
Europeans had studied Roman history and Latin language at school and knew a lot of
historic data about the sites. They also demonstrated a strong interest in the daily life of
the cities. There was a smaller group of visitors who were not so impressed – they were
proponents of ‘not everyone is interested in archaeology’. The members of this group
were closer to the image of mass tourists – they had no previous knowledge, they were
visiting the sites incidentally or on their way to Vesuvius, which they considered to
be much more interesting and attractive. Interestingly, some of them were Bulgarians,
and since the interpretation and the level of perception of archaeological sites is an
education-based activity (Savrides 2015: 77), this made some deficits of the Bulgarian
educational system quite evident.

For many people, this was their first post-Covid vacation. Tired of being afraid and confined
to their homes, having experienced the loss of loved ones and realized the transience of life and
time, some had decided to visit the place they had always wanted to see. ‘...It is dangerous, many
people died around us and we were very scared. We hadn`t been out in a long time…hmmm…. we
didn`t think about travel. But the human psyche does not survive like that. This is a murder... So we
packed our bags and came to Italy’- Thomas and Susanne, approx. 55 years old, Germany
5
The end of tourism is also connected to the fact that people are tourists most of the time, whether
they are literally mobile or only experience simulated mobility – the purchase of images is extraordinarily widespread (Lash and Urry 1994, Ch. 10).
4
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„Wow, who sat here where I am sitting?“: experiencing ancient
everyday life
Being one of the oldest, most famous and most visited archaeological sites in the
world, Pompeii amazes visitors with its size. Many people declared that they did not
expect it to be as big. Due to the so-called aesthetic cosmopolitanism (the ability
to locate one’s own society and its’ culture in terms of a wide ranging historical
and geographical knowledge – Urry 2002: 167) many visitors compared Pompeii
to Roman archaeological findings in their countries – and stressed that it was much
bigger and truly unique6. Most of them had expected to see just some old stones and
parts of buildings and were amazed to see the whole city intact. After a whole day
of walking around, tourists were not able to see even ten percent of Pompeii : ‘this is
much more than I could ever imagined’.7 A 70 years old French man shared that he
and his wife walked across the streets of Pompeii for seven hours with no stop to rest
or eat. When they finally stopped they realized how exhausted they were and that only
the emotion had given them strength. Herculaneum is much smaller (roughly one
quarter of the original city is excavated), better preserved, maintained and managed,
but less popular (Petrillo 2019: 13, 65). Nevertheless, among those who had visited
both sites, many tourists said that they liked it better. Both sites are different in many
ways – not only in terms of size and level of intactness (in Herculaneum, the upper
floors of the buildings, their roofs and wooden doors, stairs, and carbonized materials
such as bread, olive oil, etc. are preserved), but also in terms of location. Vesuvius
is distinctively visible from Pompeii’s forum, while the modern city of Ercolano is
located right above Herculaneum and the volcano is slightly evident somewhere up on
the back of it. This presupposes that threat, death and human tragedy are more apparent
and palpable in Pompeii – it has a more destructive outlook, while Herculaneum is
more lively, more peaceful and intimate, it’s a cosy, relaxing, exclusive, incredible
place, a city frozen in time. Herculaneum is a place where people feel the “slow
life” of the rich, while Pompeii is perceived as a more populated and dynamic place.
Visiting Pompeii provides the unique opportunity to sense the ancient Roman city in
its’ full vastness and even to imagine on the basis of comparison how Rome would
have looked like – some people said that Pompeii was ten times better than what
An exception to the rule were some Americans claiming that ‘this place is really boring. Only old
stones and roads. Nothing unusual to see’ – an American couple, around 60 years old. Some Bulgarians also wondered why Pompeii was so special. They said that they had expected more, and they
claimed that the buildings were not authentic, but restored. According to Prof. Tsvete Lazova who
visited Pompeii in 2015 with a Bulgarian group, some people commented ‘This is nothing compared
to Perperikon’ (a Thracian fortress in Western Rhodopes – a typical example of a constructed touristic
site) – courtesy to Prof. Lazova for this evidence. This inability to estimate the qualities of the site can
perhaps be attributed not only to educational deficits (a group of Bulgarian doctors wrongly considered thermopolia – the ancient Roman street food places – toilets), but also to a kind of narcissism
compensating for the national complexes of being the oldest and the poorest EU country.
7
Yurgen, 20 years old, Germany
6
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was left at the forum of Rome. Visiting Herculaneum enables tourists to examine
every detail. In visitors’ minds Pompeii is imagined as more urban, more downtown,
a cool place where people enjoyed their lives, a party city, a special, very unusual
place, big-name, flourishing city – a symbol of civilization. It is indicative that many
contemporary urban concepts were used in depicting both cities. Pompeii is imagined
as downtown, Herculaneum – as a residential or resort area. This usage of presentday categories in interpreting the ancient cities is partly due to the guides’ techniques
(see below) and to the individual rationalizations of some characteristic features of
the sites: ‘you see so many weird images about sex, about people with prostitutes, and
I say OK – maybe it really was a party city!’8
Visitors were annoyed that Pompeii was very chaotic, with no route indications
and many places closed. For some tourists, the idea of the place felt incomplete
due to the fragmented elements of the story they had been presented – material
artefacts and historical information that was scattered in different places (in different
museums) or were completely missing (signs with text for each object). An example
of this were the human remains (casts) in Pompeii, which were taken out of their
original environment and placed in showcases or in museums (the Antiquarium).
Many respondents wished to see at least one house entirely restored to the way it
had been in the past in order for them to be able to imagine the life of the ancient
Romans better, even if they lacked in-depth knowledge of Roman history. They also
would have liked if there had been more plants and flowers planted to compensate
for the desert stone outlook of Pompeii.
The uniqueness of both sites was highly rated by the tourists. They experienced
both places in a similar fashion to experiencing real contemporary cities – on foot,
wondering around and forming individual routes, getting lost, especially in Pompeii.
Many similarities with modern cities were acknowledged (Wallace 2014) – in terms of
space, organization, technical achievements, especially plumbing and water supply, etc.:
‘There was everything you needed in the city!’9; ‘They had street food, bars, brothels,
politicians, poets, two theatres – small and big one. It is obvious that the city was very well
maintained and organized.’10; ‘What we do today, we do it in a modern way, but we do the
same thing as they did already. I am very enthusiastic about how modern they were’.11

Some tourists noted that Pompeii and Herculaneum were tidier, more hygienic
and better-developed than medieval European cities. Visitors themselves contributed
to the vitalization of both sites – during the first Covid crisis between March 2020
and April 2021, Pompeii was closed. When it reopened, tour guides and museum
workers mentioned in interviews on social media, the heavy, dreadful feelings that
Hathai, approx.25 years old, Thailand, solo traveller
Nathalie, 35 years old, France
10
A Bulgarian couple, approx. 25 years old
11
Maria, 60 years old, Italy
8
9
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one experiences if no one is around and there are no visitors. According to the
interviewees, what gives life to the place are precisely the crowds of people, as that
way they can visualize how lively the streets were. Tourists animate the place and
visually ‘inhabit’ the city instead of its ancient dwellers because most of them come
with their families, friends, children, babies and even pets.

Vivification of space: Tourists resting in the shade in front
of the only café in Pompeii, photo by Svetla Ivanova

Dog in a stroller, photo by Roberta Koleva

10

It is a kind of social activity – visitors tend to visit museums with other people
(Merimann 2000, Black 2005). Italians are used to coming in August and on weekends
(Savrides 2015: 294) and taking their foreign friends there (antiquity is considered a
kind of a social and cultural capital of the European nation states, Italy especially).
Walking around the city as an urban practice typical for all types of cities is crucial
to the experiencing of ancient cities as well. Visitors’ routes resemble flaneurs’
experiences – ancient cities are being ‘read’ (Benjamin 1979, Savage and Warde
1993) and visually consumed individually via fantasy, day dreaming and imagining
how they used to be 2000 years ago. Walking the same streets is crucial in this respect:
‘walking through the actual place instead of seeing artefacts exhibited’12, ‘this is
the magic of the place, to be able to walk through the city and sense the atmosphere.
That is the difference between that ancient city and every other archaeological
ruins’.13 Many respondents shared that walking on these streets made them feel like
‘walking the streets back then’.14 This process of imagining is quite selective and
individually based – ‘the effect of experiencing the place depends on the personal
engagement with the place as shaped by memories, beliefs, interests and values.’
(Savrides 2015: 88). Everyone is free to experience the sites on their own, creating
their own story which is internalized and is as equally valid as the personal stories
of others: ‘there is no real memory to be opposed to the supposed false memory
of the visitor.’ (Urry 2002: 166). This personal ability to visualize and experience
the cities in the past is helped by the unprecedented intact image of ancient life on
the sites as well as by their unique openness – visitors are given unrestricted access
to enter the houses, to feel, to touch, to walk and even to sit on the stones and the
mosaics: ‘the more inside you are, the stronger is the identification with the place’
(Relph 1976: 49), ‘to be inside is the primary intention behind the place concept’
(Norberg-Schultz 1980: 25). The contrast with other European cultural sites and
museums in this respect is highly esteemed: ‘I can go where I want, there is no red
line to stop me’’15, ‘you are free to walk and touch where and what the Romans were
walking and touching. Their stuff made me enjoy more the experience’.16 The thrill
of sensing what it would be like to be an artefacts’ original owner provided visitors
with the option to link objects with places and thus develop their own understanding
of the everyday lives of the original inhabitants. This is a deeply affective process
provoking emotional responses in the visitors (Claessen 2005: 77, Ireland 2012):
‘It was…wow, who sat here where I am sitting…’17, ‘I touch the coloured walls, I
touched the stones and get a vibe that I appreciate’.18 The emotional involvement
with the place corresponds to the second level of insideness according to Relph.
Peter, 23 years old, Switzerland
Aurel, 21 years old, Romania
14
Elena, 30 years old, Poland
15
Hans, 32 years old, Germany
16
Lorenzo, 19 years old, Italy
17
Gertrude, 26 years old, Germany
18
Jane, 70 years old, USA
12
13
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Behavioural insideness corresponds to physical presence in a place, empathetic
insideness presupposes emotional participation and involvement (Relph 1976:
50, Savrides 2015: 84). ‘It’s magical’19, ‘It’s overwhelming’20,“It’s stunning“21, ‘I
can’t describe how we feel because it is a very deep sensation’22, „I truly lost my
words. Truly“.23 The range of emotions evoked in visitors by both ancient cities
was very broad. In respondents’ words: surprise, amazement, astonishment, shock,
amusement, sadness, wonder, awe, respect, joy, excitement, empathy, compassion,
fear. These various emotions reinforce the image of Pompeii and Herculaneum as
cities of ‘a kind of life and death together – that’s what attracts me the most’24. Some
American and Jewish visitors were very impressed by the level of preservation of
both cities, comparing it to the speed of the constant demolishing and erecting of
new buildings in their home countries – in USA due to consumer capitalism and in
Israel – because of constant war.
In the context of the current Covid-19 pandemic, all interviewed tourists noted
that the pandemic had had a positive impact on their visit for several reasons –
the lack of crowds of people at the sites; a better opportunity to ‘feel the spirit
of the place’: ‘When all people were gone, I felt peace and joy contemplating the
marvellous mosaics of the female baths in Herculaneum’.25
Many respondents shared that it was easy for them to imagine living in these
cities 2000 years ago, but not as slaves. They constructed a hedonistic view of the
life of the ancient Romans. The common belief was that they had been erudite and
pampered, that they had had everything, they had had precision and a sense of
beauty, and they had enjoyed their lives. Visitors imagined living like Romans – but
rich Romans. This idea that ‘life was really nice’26 was so strong that one young
American man, solo traveller, even wondered what Romans actually did all day.
As for the consumption of the ancient people, the visitor imagined tables full
of natural goodies, fruits, wine, hot pastries and game. Walking around the city,
everyone noticed the thermopolia, which were perceived as places for fast food;
bakeries (which left the impression that they were fully equipped and preserved,
and that even the technology of making pasta could be traced back to them), shops
for wine and other goods, on the walls of which you could still see drawings of the
goods with indicated prices, etc. One of the most famous places for tourists in the
city of Pompeii was the brothel – lupanar (Lat. lupa – she-wolf). Most interesting
were the erotic frescoes, which were easily associated with personal experiences –
‘Kind of reminds me of exposure photography and nowadays people can connect it
Berta, 27 years old, Germany
Georg, 29 years old, Germany, Aurel, 25 years old, Romania
21
Peter, 33 years old, Germany
22
Clara, 45 years old, Italy
23
Sofia, 40 years old, Italy
24
Sofia, 40 years old, Italy
25
Dominika, 27 years old, Romania
26
Helen, 21 years old, Netherlands
19
20
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with things they still do.’27 The phallic images found in many places on the streets, on
the one hand point the way to the brothel, but on the other are perceived as a symbol
of masculinity, luck, vitality, as apotropaic and an ‘eye-catcher’.
When asked about their favourite places, most visitors mentioned the very wellpreserved arena of Pompeii, the amazing frescoes in the Villa of Mysteries, the
incredible mosaic floors in the female baths in Herculaneum. These places were the
most frequently photographed as well. Other beloved shots were the forum of Pompeii
with Vesuvius in the back and the entrance panorama of Herculaneum. Sites with
human casts – especially the so-called Garden of the Fugitives in Pompeii and the
boathouse in Herculaneum – were considered very emotional by the respondents
of the survey. Some of them even mentioned these spots as the most emotional and
memorable place of the whole visit: ‘I was terrified imagining their sudden and
painful death’.28 As we shall see below, to some extent the data from the qualitative
research is slightly different: not that many of the interviewees considered these places
emotional. A possible reason for this difference might be the place of data collection.
While interviewees were asked questions in front of the human remains – where the
impression was supposed to be stronger – the survey was conducted at the railway
station right after the end of the visit. Thus, the survey respondents were perhaps more
capable to sum up all their impressions and to outline the strongest emotions better.

‘This is nothing compared to the Holocaust’: experiencing the
disaster.
The topic of experiencing the disaster was central to our study. Our research
interest was focused on how current site visitors experienced this disaster and the
human suffering it caused as well as to what extent Pompeii and Herculaneum were
perceived as places of death and/or life. The way in which the human remains were
exhibited was also important in this regard. A delicate and deliberate concealment
of death and a presentation of the sites as places of life by the museum specialists
were observed on spot29. Human remains have become one of Pompeii’s trademarks
– they could be found all over postcards in souvenir shops – because of their
uniqueness they are the main ‘place–image’ of Pompeii (Urry 2002:26). According
to a lady working in the Antiquarium, tourists came to see the bodies especially –
they were ‘obsessed by them’. But finding them was a difficult task. It would seem
that it was important to spatially separate the ‘death zones’ where human remains
Pierre, 35 years old, France
Dominika, 27 years old, Romania
29
Despite our multiple attempts, we were not allowed or were otherwise unable to interview museum specialists, with the exception of one Antiquarium employee, who decided to remain anonymous, the desk clerk of the Virtual Museum in Ercolano, one foreign student taking part of a joint
project in Pompeii, as well as an archaeologist from Oxford University.
27
28
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are located30. For the huge size of the city, the number of human remains that were
exhibited was minimal. A few could be seen at the forum, a few more in the famous
Villa of the Mysteries, two more in two of the houses, and finally – a small group
in the so-called Garden of the Fugitives. Apart from being isolated, these places
were also more difficult to access. Nowhere in the information materials that were
provided to the tourists was it explicitly stated where human remains could be found
in Pompeii. Many tourists had gone miles in search, and a few hadn’t been able to
find them at all. The very name ‘Garden of the Fugitives’ is indicative in this respect
– the topos ‘garden’ largely obscures the meaning of ‘fugitives’, and the majority of
tourists didn’t recognize that this was the place they were searching for. It remained
hidden away from the main tourist route – many of the interviewees pointed out that
it hadn’t been easy to discover and reach. In Herculaneum, on the other hand, the
human remains were located on the lowest level of the archaeological complex, at
the very entrance, and could only be seen from afar31. The human remains looked
like a part of a constructed archaeological exhibition, and indeed, some visitors
doubted their authenticity due to the fact that they couldn’t examine them up close.
In line with contemporary environmental discourse and postmodern attitude
towards nature, the disaster was perceived as a reminder of human mortality, the
transient nature of life, man’s helplessness before nature, and the need for more
respect for it, especially in the context of the current climate and pandemic situation32.
In the scope of the so called dark tourism, places of natural disasters are significant
tourist attractions, promoted as sites of death and tragedy (Stone et all 2018, Migon&
Migon 2019)33. When visiting such places, people can better feel the value of their own
lives. The appeal of death sites, which is especially strong for young people who grew
up surrounded by staged images of violence and death in movies and video games,
explains the great interest towards dangerous places such as Chernobyl or active
volcanoes. In a way, this force is transformed into an instinct for life. In their desire to
It is important to point out that contrary to popular belief, in Pompeii these are not the bodies of the
perished, but are rather plaster casts of volcanic ash that have preserved the poses in which people died,
which makes them leave quite an impression upon the viewer. In Herculaneum there are skeletons.
31
This is a recent development – in 2016, access to the remains was unrestricted, and they could be viewed
up close. This may be due to the Covid-19 epidemic in order to avoid crowding within a small area.
32
The attitude towards the victims of the volcano is often – directly or indirectly – related to the pandemic situation. Some respondents surprisingly quickly found similarities in the way the two events struck
humanity – both 2000 years ago and today no one believed that such a thing could happen. Both events
found people helpless and unprepared. In the words of a Bulgarian respondent: ‘... COVID! It’s exactly
the same. Our helplessness in the face of nature is felt just as strongly by many people today.’ – Peter, 44
years old, Bulgaria. For many people, traveling during a pandemic had led them to realize the value of
human life, how one should live life to the fullest, and Herculaneum and Pompeii happen to be particularly suitable places for finding such awareness. As one Polish artist shared: ‘I still have a lot of…a lot of
free time. I told myself “You must go and get inspired. Now is the time! Now is the time! You don’t have
to wait, no one will give you back that time”...and now I’m here!’ – Josef, 40 years old.
33
‘Dark tourism’ appeared at the very beginning of tourism in the modern era, but it has intensified
quite a lot in recent years.
30
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get closer to death, to ‘consume’ dangerous places such as the crater of Mount Vesuvius
or the highest peak on the planet, Everest (access to which is now available for the
mass tourist) people are trying to ‘conquer’ nature, to overcome it before it overcomes
them. ‘Being close to death makes you feel more alive34. Such a risky behaviour is
due to the ‘disempowerment of senses’ – people are headless and risk-takers because
their senses have become inadequate to access certain forms of risk. Beck considers
this ‘the end of perceptiveness and the beginning of the social risk realities’ (Beck
1987: 156). In our case, Vesuvius is perceived as part of ‘integral nature’ encompassing
physical environment and society (Lash and Urry 1994). The physical environment of
the volcano has been constructed as a landscape for aesthetic appropriation (Urry 2002:
174). When we visited it, the access to the crater was restricted – people had to pay 10
euros and book in advance in order to be admitted. Because of Covid measures, the
number of visitors was diminished and regulated. Some respondents wished to go there
for quite ordinary reasons: to see Pompeii from above, because of the beautiful view,
because I love hiking/nature/mountains. Others perceived the volcano as a luxury or as
an exquisite place to consume: ‘We don’t have a volcano in Germany/Slovenia’35, or
as a life goal: ‘I think that to climb to the top of a volcano is something I have to do at
least once in my life.’36, ‘I like dangers’37. The motivation of seeking new experiences is
typical of the contemporary tourist-consumer searching for new ‘unique’ experiences
and informing his followers on social media about them. This consumption of disaster
fully corresponds to Marshall Berman’s concept of the ‘modern’: ‘to find ourselves in
an environment that promises adventure, power, growth, transformations of ourselves
and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have,
everything we know, everything we are’ (Berman 1983: 15).
The data from the interviews clearly records the difficulty of building an emotional
connection with the disaster and the human tragedy associated with it. This is also due
to the way human bodies have been exhibited. They were hard to find, inconvenient to
photograph, poorly exposed and illuminated, and no descriptions had been added to
them. In this way, the context was visually taken away and it was more difficult for the
visitor to imagine the whole story behind the material objects, and therefore to show
empathy for the victims of the disaster and to connect emotionally with the tragedy.
‘Well, actually we thought it would be more... tidy? More comfortable for tourists. It`s very
difficult to find most things, especially these human remains. They didn`t think about us at all…
We walk for hours, and we don`t have a comfortable place to rest anywhere… and please don`t
tell me they wanted to keep the authentic look of the city. That`s everyone tells us. But there
are ways to do it...’.38
Luka, 32 years old, Slovenia
A German couple, approx. 27 years old, Luka, 32 years old, Slovenia
36
Fen, 25 years old, China, Buddist, solo traveller
37
John, 19 years old, UK
38
Louise, 50 years old, France
34
35
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Observations of the reactions of tourists examining the bodies showed that despite
the grimaces of the victims (which portray terror), most people had a somewhat
scientific interest towards them. They were excited about the way the lava had
‘encapsulated’ the bones of its victims and how exactly these plaster casts had been
made. Some Western Europeans shared that they felt respect because they were real
people and their bones were inside – that is why they did not want to go close or to
touch them as a sign of respect39.

‘The weeping man’ – A plaster cast of a victim of the volcano, which many consider
to be rather disrespectfully placed as a regular museum exhibit along other artefacts,
photo by Roberta Koleva
In a post by Alexandra Balfour-Steward in the Facebook group Roman history (11.01.2022), a
photograph of the Weeping man was published. The comments are quite interesting. Many people
share that they were heartbroken when they saw him at Pompeii : ‘Actually saw him – yes, I wept’.
‘I was there in September. Very surreal’. ‘We were so moved, especially the poor soul frozen in
time’. Others disputed on the topic of respect/disrespect: ‘I saw them and I thought it was weird
how they are just stored in a shed basically…’, ‘the way of display is not very dignified’, ‘the
indifference is how some casts are treated’. ‘They deserve respect’, ‘I would weep if my remains
were put on display in such a disrespectful manner’, ‘They are the remains of people. You may
laser-scan them and then give them a proper burial’, ‘Maybe it was disrespectful for Fiorelly to
pour plaster into the cavities left by the victims’ bodies but thanks to him you have the opportunity
to ponder them as human-like shapes’, ‘Clever, but still…an invasion of privacy’.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/romanhistor y/posts/5491187637563607/?_cft_
[0]=AZXx-BOpvq6PjXL9ujtFgVdMnPTLE5o1ZUwMAx370JKbIFfY9Xft4qR-ZjsfJFf8chnEZSdYacowR4mtYQd94UTQo3y1J-bi1ras7-ztTcKptQzAfEH6_p3a87X_aIkyA_X2XdCXuAD8f9o8znJSnSGF&_tn_=%2CO%2CP-R accessed 30/01/2022
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A young Bulgarian woman, solo traveller, mentioned that she experienced
veneration of the victims. The uniqueness of such human fossils seemed to cause
strange sensations in people – some registered them not as dead, but as ‘frozen in
time’ – the same way that the two places are perceived.
A certain lack of emotional connection with the victims was registered. It is
due to the distinction between history and memory. Although the sites are highly
evaluated as unique historical places40, real memory of the tragic event is missing.
Not only because of the time span (‘There is a big time gap. We are trying to
imagine how it was […], but it is difficult,’41) and the fact that both cities don’t
look devastated – there are no visual traces of the disaster42 – but also because
‘memories are irreducibly social, people basically remember together’ (Urry 2002:
27). The lack of real social connection43 able to produce a memory is compensated
by series of personal stories reflecting the respondents’ individual and especially
collective identities and their own tragic events. ‘This is nothing compared to the
Holocaust. There you see the hair, the shoes, and the teeth of our people. This is
an archaeological site for us – we simply have our own disaster.’44 Looking at
the human remains, members of the Israeli group stated that they felt grateful to
be alive. The comparison with the Holocaust is not accidental. It is not only due
to traumatic Jewish collective identity. According to Leggewie, there are seven
circles of European memory, and at the centre of these concentrated circles is
the memory of the Holocaust (Leggewie 2011: 14). The Holocaust has become a
‘memory canon’ – an exemplary case of human suffering caused by man (Koleva
2022).
An elderly man, whose wife had passed away after 23 years of living in a
wheelchair as a result of an accident, recalled her suffering at the sight of the remains
and said that for her – and unfortunately for him – death was a relief. In his own
way, he believed that the volcano had also delivered these people from the suffering
in their lives.45
We noted a few exceptions, where people empathized with the victims suffering.
‘We are surrounded by history’ – Sara, 50 years old, Israel, ‘It’s like a book of history- real’ Pascal,
55 years old, Belgium. In fact, some feel that the story of Vesuvius’s explosion is so distant that they
perceive it more as a legend than as a fact. “Oh, I really managed to appreciate that these are real
skeletons and I didn’t connect them to the actual bodies of the people who were there. I can’t really
connect with them because it’s been so long. This whole thing looks more like a fictional place, and
they don’t really look like real people. “ – Daniel, 30 years old, Ireland
41
Pauline, 29 years old, France.
42
„Pompeii really doesn’t look destroyed, that’s why I guess I don’t feel the tragedy. I don’t really
think about it“ – Herman, 30 years old, Germany.
43
‘We cannot feel the tragedy of these people because we don’t know them, we don’t know their stories. If, God forbid, something like this happened to you, we will be sad, because we know you, we
know your story. It was the same with the 9/11 victims, who we still mourn. These people here have
no connection with us.’- American family, approx. 65 years old
44
Sara, 50 years old, Israel
45
Harold, approx. 75 years old, Germany
40
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An elderly French couple stated that they were able to feel the victims’ pain better
because of their age. One woman noted that observing the figures of children
woke up her maternal instinct. She was very compassionate to them and said that
they reminded her of her children and that made her feel anxious. At the complete
opposite pole was the statement of a Polish artist: ‘Vesuvius is the artist, and this is
his studio! He is the nature! The…the sculptor! He stretched out his long powerful,
cruel hand and created these great statues!!!’46
When comparing natural disasters with the great tragic events in history caused
by man, respondents rated the latter as much more tragic, precisely because they
were initiated by people and could have been avoided. Natural disasters cannot be
controlled; they are perceived as something ‘natural’ and ‘normal’. Therefore, they
cannot arouse intense emotions in the contemporary tourist like events such as the
First and Second World Wars, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
Chernobyl accident, 9/11 etc.
Very interesting were the perceptions of the disaster of the two Asian respondents.
A girl from Thailand shared that not only the distance in time, but also in space, and
even in culture, did not allow her to perceive the tragedy as a real event, but rather
as a legend. ‘It sounds like a tragedy, but because of the distance of time, it sounds
more like a fictional story rather than real life. And it’s only when I’m walking here
that I suddenly realize that this is actually a real thing… Because… For me… I
come from Asia – it’s very far away, so this story about the volcano, the eruption,
didn’t sound very real to me until I visited it.’ 47 According to one of Herculaneum’s
visitors, a Chinese Buddhist, the very idea of tragedy was a social construct. She
interpreted disaster through her religious beliefs.
‘We think that these [events] are tragic because we perceive it from the point of view of
human thinking. [...] Tragedy is a construct. Maybe because there is nothing right or wrong
in the universe. There is no definite answer. Maybe it was even a good thing for them
because their souls rose and reincarnated. We think this way – they have died and left this
world forever. What if they have a soul and next life?’.48

The interviews show that there is a similar refraction in terms of profession as
well – for example, doctors said that they did not feel anything when looking at the
human remains and explained this with their professional experience: ‘Well, I’m a
doctor, I did not feel bad’.49
Almost all respondents stated that they did not perceive Pompeii and Herculaneum
as places of tragedy and death, but on the contrary – as places of life. They visited
these places precisely with the idea that they would learn more about the way of life
Josef, 40 years old, Poland
Fen, 25 years old, China, Buddhist, solo traveler.
48
Hathai, approx. 25 years old, Thailand, solo traveller
49
Borislava, approx. 40 years old, Bulgaria
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of the ancient Romans. Even those interviewed right in front of the human remains
at the Garden of Fugitives shared this view and believed that this was the only place
where death could be seen at all. The few who indicated that they found a connection
between Pompeii and Herculaneum and death, at the same time demonstrated a
great interest in how life had been in the city. ‘We see traces of life everywhere here.
The beds, the streets, the houses, everything’.50
According to some respondents, the dead and their tragedy cannot be the
centre of attention because they are only a part of the whole. Life is emphasized,
not because it has to be, but because it is more present in both Pompeii and
Herculaneum, and death is only a small part of the whole. In the words of a Belgian
woman who was visiting Pompeii for the second time, 20 years after her first visit:
‘Ooh, of course it’s not a place of tragedy. Pompeii is much more than just death.
The whole culture here makes you forget about the tragedy. See what kind of life
they lived; how much more important it was! It’s incredible experience!’ .51 In her
words and her excitement, we can feel why she sees this place as a place of life.
Other tourists, a family from Germany, described their view thusly: ‘Yes, people
have died here, but the place is a city. The city has more life in it, more things to do
with living. Yes, tragedy is present here, but it is definitely not a place of tragedy.
How many people die in the world every minute? Does this make the world a
place of tragedy?’.52
Paradoxically, according to the Chinese respondent, the bodies of the victims
associate the place with life, not with death: ‘This site is different from the others
because people are still here. Just the city is no longer alive. Compared to other
sites this one is more connected with life because of these remains. Because they
show us that once there was life. Maybe they are still here. Who knows…’.53

‘Photographs are my souvenirs’: Tourist Photography
Photography constitutes a form of self-expression, art, social activity and
statement, personal souvenir creation. It is both an experience and a means to reflect
life, nature and other people as well. According to Sontag, photography is a riskreducing strategy enabling people to take possession of space in which they are
insecure (Sontag 1979: 9-10). This is important in sites such as Pompeii where it is
easy to get lost. Being an inseparable part of modern tourist activity, photography is
a good point of comparison between the consumption of both modern and ancient
cities, especially when exploring the similarities between them. If the experience of
these types of cities is alike, are the photography patterns alike as well? Does the
Domenica. approx.40 years old, Italy
Fanny, approx.. 55 years old, Belgium
52
Ana, 50 years old, Germany
53
Fen, 25 years old, China, Buddhist, solo traveller
50
51
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tourist gaze reflect and visually consume the ancient cities in the same ways as it
does the modern ones through photography?
All of the interviewed people shared that they took pictures, and all of them
said they had photographed the place – general landscape, streets, accents of it
– objects, frescos. More photos had been taken near the entrances than at the
periphery. The images of nudity on the walls of the bath and the brothel, as well
as in the Secret Cabinet in the Archaeological Museum of Naples were subjects of
particular photographic attention. Only a few tourists mentioned that they liked to
be on some of the pictures as well. Most pictures were taken mostly around major
city facilities – the forums, the baths, famous villas, gardens, and the amphitheatre
in Pompeii. This can easily be compared to typical behaviour when visiting a new
modern place as well – tourists will take pictures at the square (forum) and at its
major sights and public places. In the sociological survey, most of respondents
said that their favourite picture was the one of the forum of Pompeii with Vesuvius
in the back.
Another important point in the photographic consumption of the ancient cities
is the topic of the human remains. Although, when asked what they took photos of,
no one pointed out the bodies in particular, some of the visitors did take pictures of
them. The tendency was, however, that these pictures would be of them, not posing
with them. When asked on the spot why, the responses were: ‘When I photograph
them, I become empathetic to what happened to them. I am no longer just an
observer. I can tell someone about them, show the pictures and be empathetic…To
share their pain…’54, ‘I don`t know. Maybe the reason is that I want to show them
to the people around me. How they are preserved to this day… this is…. this is in
tune with their culture, don`t you think? Everything is so detailed, so impressive,
even their deaths…’55, ‘I haven`t thought about it. … It’s connected with the feeling
of tragedy. We see this place as an attraction, not a place connected with death.
Even human remains are photographed because they aren`t just human remains.
They are attraction!’56. These three statements illustrate three different viewpoints
towards the victims – the first lady became empathetic (maybe also secure in terms
of Sontag) by the act of photography; the second made a visual story of them to
be consumed by others, and the third couple were totally disconnected from their
suffering.
Another interesting observation was that many people took pictures of the
animals that inhabit the parks – stray dogs and cats and even perched pigeons57.

Charlotte, 50 years old, Belgium
Louise, 46 years old, France
56
Ana and Max, approx. 50 years old, Germany
57
Although making photos of stray cats and dogs is a widespread modern practice – mostly in
unusual urban settings. Posting such photos ensures lots of likes as well.
54
55
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A tourist getting in position to take a photo of a stray dog, photo by Svetla Ivanova

Tourists also took a lot of photos around the few places with vegetation. In a
normal urban environment, these places hardly would have impressed them. In the
ancient city, however (where the predominant landscape is mostly stony, associated
with the dead and requiring hours of wandering cobbled streets and uninhabited
buildings), any greenery or animal evoked man’s instinctive connection with nature
and the living world. People were looking for a variety in what they could view,
and the monotony tired, bored and burdened them. This would explain the need
for services such as a special sunset tour in Pompeii58, which not only offers the
opportunity to see the place but also provides a background for beautiful photos.
Along with the landscape images, multiple pictures were taken of the various
details too. People seemed to be actively looking for details – small parts of frescoes,
decorations, water system, etc.: ‘And the details, the small little things. You get
the big picture then you stop and look a little harder at the details and it is more
interesting’59. This is in contrast with how people explore modern cities, as very few
of them pay attention and seek out the little things.
When entering a site (baths, villas), group tourists generally wouldn’t pay
attention to the interesting details (and often purpose of their stop) until the guide
didn’t specifically show them. Only then would they all start taking pictures. This
phenomenon happened with all of the tour groups observed at the bathhouse in
58
59

https://tourguidepompeii.com/pompeii-sunset-guided-tour-2-hours/
Jack, 70 years old, USA
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Pompeii with erotic frescos on the wall and in the House of the wooden porticus in
Herculaneum – the whole group just walked along and started taking pictures only
when the guide showed them the details. Some members of the groups were taking
pictures without looking at the screen/lens or were making videos of the entire tour
in the same way. The self-organized tourists, on the other hand, generally did not
act in such a manner. This may be referred to peoples’ nature or habit of following a
(situational) leader, an authority of a kind, in this case the guides for their presumed
greater knowledge and trusting that they would point out everything that is worth
viewing60.
Another observed group behaviour was that if one person started taking a picture
of something, it was very likely to spark an interest in others to do the same. A
girl with a professional camera was at the window of a small house, taking a long
time photographing something, a small queue of people gathered behind her. After
that, they all took a peek and a few even took a photo. There was nothing inside.
At least it seemed like an empty room, like all of the surrounding ones. A similar
case happened at the forum in Herculaneum – a young man arrived, sat on the stairs
and in disinterest started rolling a cigarette. Soon after, a small group arrived and
intensively started taking pictures of the central statue. He watched them for a short
while, took out his phone and took a photo of it as well, without standing up from
his position. Such behaviour can be attributed to fear of missing out an opportunity
or an experience that other people had. It is a striving to take from, to consume, the
same quantity or quality of an experience or a place as others.
Regarding photographic behaviour, a few types of people could be outlined.
The first type consists of tourists who did not take many photos – this was either
not important to them, or they only took photos for the sake of other people. Such
tourists seemed to be more experience-oriented. ‘We take pictures but the camera
cannot capture the impression. It is so different because there is an emotional
connection as well; both of us tend to live the experience more than taking a lot
of pictures.’61Other responders also shared that they took only a few photos to send
over straight away or to post as an update for their close ones on how their trip is
going. Also, ‘to make them jealous’ as one of the girls said.
A much bigger group were the photo fans who were taking photos all the time. An
important question for us was what they did with the pictures – did they post them
on social media or review them after the immediate experience? Several people said
(and could be widely observed at the rest areas) that they liked to check them ‘later’
– some with the intention to post them, others in order to delete the ones they did
not like. Two respondents shared that the quality of the pictures depends on whether
they look good on them, and one of them even referred to gender in this decision:
It was also due to the fact that guides were always in a hurry. A Bulgarian solo traveller in Herculaneum shared that she did not like groups precisely because she has no time to take pictures properly.
61
Rita, 25 years old, German
60
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‘because women are more critical’.62 Several visitors said that after trips they like to
organize special evenings to review the pictures, sometimes with friends and family.
This symbolizes precisely the creation of a visual story which is to be consumed at
a later time, and even shared with others.
Another usage is for personal revisiting of the memory some time after the
trip: ‘They help me to remember like a few years later what it was like’63. Here
the photos play the role of a souvenir64, however they are not as connected to the
commercial nature of souvenirs as much as they are connected with personal
experiences and the formation of an own visual narrative. Two girls shared that
they were using the pictures of their previous trips to overcome the inability to
travel throughout the pandemic: ‘it was really nice to just remember the emotional
connection that it really happened’.65
After the fieldwork, a social media overview was made of what has been posted
over the last month with tags of the two places on Facebook and Instagram. This
was done to verify what people shared on the spot, stating that they were more
private about their pictures and experiences and that they preferred landscape/detail
pictures over ones with themselves as the most popular answers. In the personal
posts in Facebook, there is a tendency that the hashtag would be attached to a
whole set of pictures, most of which are of the place itself and details of it, but
almost always featuring one or two photos of the post creators. They look like a
visual story of their experience saying ‘we were here and we did this’. In most of
the cases, they also include an actual written story in several observed patterns:
factual information about Pompeii/Herculaneum or a certain detail of it; a traveljournal story of how their vacation/day was going and what they saw (Our final stop
yesterday was #Pompeii ! Incredible walk through an ancient city.); a quick update
(I have arrived in #Pompeii), more rarely, an emotional remark (#Pompeii is not a
place that you can visit when you travel in Italy, Pompeii is THE PLACE to visit!).
Upon reviewing the ‘visitor photos’ section on the two sites’ Facebook pages, more
people’s presence could be observed. The pictures there vary between individual
to group ones, however one characteristic that they all have in common is being
static – people, just posing with the landscape, not doing anything in particular. Still,
predominantly, there are photos of the places themselves.
The situation on Instagram is significantly different, as it is a more visually
oriented platform and maybe as it is predominantly used by young people. The
narrative there is almost missing. There is also a great discrepancy of the content
seen under the Pompeii and Herculaneum tags. As for the latter, again predominantly
landscape and accents photos could be seen, while for the former it is almost entirely
Liselotte, 42 years old, German
Patrick, 25 years old, USA
64
Many people said both in the interviews and in the survey that they actually did not buy any
souvenirs because they have cameras on their phones.
65
Liselotte, 42 years old, German
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images of people. The images are also more different that the ones on Facebook –
they’re more dynamic, people are turning, walking, observing. They are also more
artistic and creative in terms of composition (not simply someone posing) and in
terms of filters and effects applied. A possible conclusion is that the interviews
describe photo sharing habits similar to the Facebook pattern – mostly landscape
and accents, with few personal images, being more information and updates-sharing
oriented.

‘Because they want to take your money’: consuming ancient cities
Our team was also interested in the archaeological parks of Pompeii and
Herculaneum as places of consumption. In the context of leisure and, more generally,
of consumer culture in modern society, we tried to answer the following questions:
how consumers connect with the sites through consumption and what general trends
are observed in the behaviour and attitudes of visitors in their role as consumers of
goods and services.
When visiting the two sites, whether the tourists made use of the services of a
guide made a huge difference in their perception of the places (visitors pay extra for
a guide)66. Information is crucial to the quality of the experience, which is vastly
different for the prepared and unprepared tourist. When a guide is telling a story,
consumption becomes infused with imagination – the stones become part of the daily
life of the ancient city, the buildings become the homes of interesting personalities
with their stories, not just impersonal ruins. Information is not the only thing that is
bought, but also a fantasy, an opportunity to feel empathy and emotion67. The tour
guides acted as intermediaries to the imagined time-space of a living, breathing past.
They immersed themselves in the stories they were telling, entertained the visitors
and included them in the story, thus making them feel empathetic and important –
participants, not observers. They constantly made references to modern life, and
the artistic talent of some of them could only be compared to that of a show host
or a circus ringmaster inviting people from the audience to come to the stage and
become a part of the act68. In this way, the visitors were temporarily removed from
There are two types of tour guides in Pompeii. The first are full-time employees of the museum.
They stand at the entrance and invite people in the ticket queue to form or join a group in most
Western languages, with prices varying according to the number of people. The second are outsiders who enter with their own groups.
67
„Without a guide it would be very poor. It is more enriching. If I had already travelled a long distance to this place to be able to see it I’d like to have an interaction with a person who knows the
place. You get better information, better experience. It is no so much money to pay for the guide if you
are in a group.“ – Helena, 23 years old, Slovakia.
68
An English-speaking guide had invented nicknames for all the people in his group – e.g. The cool
guy, the Thai girl and others – invited some of them to participate and assist him in visualizing the
stages of bread preparation in one of the famous bakeries in Pompeii. He called the thermopolium
66
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their role as anonymous tourists and had the opportunity to connect emotionally
with the place.
Apart from storytellers and animators, the guides also acted as navigators for the
people who used their services. During our fieldwork we met many people (mostly in
Pompeii) who were lost or couldn’t find specific places, and many who complained
about the lack of signs, maps, and available information. In theory, there were many
ways to get information both online and offline. In practice, however, many people
were expecting for the place to just tell its own story – through information boards,
proper organization and exhibition of artefacts, however not everyone was willing to
pay extra for it. ‘Because they want to take your money. That’s why there aren’t any
signs anywhere. When you go to Israel and you go to Syria to Arco you have signs
everywhere. Every room you enter, everything you see – you have an explanation
about what’s inside.’ 69According to an employee of one of the museums in Pompeii,
the reason there were no additional signs was because park management wanted to
preserve the aesthetics and authenticity of the ancient city.
A kind of ‘free’ bonus to visiting the two sites was the opportunity of meeting
archaeologists, restorers and students working and doing fieldwork on research and
conservation projects. Sometimes, visitors sought out information from them and
watched their work with great interest. These casual interactions were interesting
to both parties involved and made them both feel important and a part of something
greater – one because they felt valued for the work they were doing, and the other
because they had the privilege of experiencing something unique – to connect with a
living archaeological site, a bearer of invaluable culture, and not just an impersonal
tourist destination where thousands of people pass through every day. This is
special because the two sites in general do not predispose to socialization. There
were no designated places for entertainment and meetings, except for the events that
the parks themselves sometimes organize (lectures, concerts, special tours, etc.).
Rather, the visitor was expected to view, consume something quickly while resting,
and free up space for the next tourists. In such a situation, the visitor usually feels
anonymous, and on a physical level there is no social difference between people,
because everyone is placed on equal terms – heat, fatigue, hunger, thirst. Everyone
is forced to wait in line for water or a toilet, to sit on the stones and seek shade to
escape from the hot weather. Neither the goods offered inside the parks (a limited
assortment of non-luxury food and drinks), nor the clothes worn by most visitors
(casual) could be a sign of some social (class) affiliation. The nature of the place
immediately evoked an analogy with the disaster and the fact that everyone here
was equal – poor, rich, men, women, children, animals. All of them had to die in the
past – all of them face equal problems visiting the sites today.
During our field research, we visited various souvenir shops in and around Pompeii
“Roman McDonald’s”, compared the city’s orientation – with two main streets east-west and northsouth – with that of New York, called the city’s main street Via dell’ Abbondanza “5th Avenue”, etc.
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and Herculaneum, the Virtual Archaeological Museum (MAV) and the entrance to
Vesuvius National Park. All the places were very sparsely visited, there were almost no
buyers. According to the merchants (around Pompeii), the most popular products were
volcanic stone bracelets and fridge magnets, mostly cheap items. They also shared that
the pandemic had had a very serious impact on their business. The bookstores and
shops within the tourist sites offered aesthetically pleasing and even luxurious goods
of the highest quality – a less diverse, yet better-selected assortment. The themes of
death and sexuality were less present, unobtrusive and aesthetically pleasing, with
the exception of plastic figurines of some of the casts of the dead in Pompeii. At
the stalls at the entrance to Mount Vesuvius National Park, traders definitely relied
on quantity over quality and a huge variety of aesthetic themes. There were motifs
from different cultures, religions and mythologies. Statuettes of Christ, a volcano,
Mussolini, a dragon, Virgin Mary, an ashtray with a marijuana leaf, a Buddha, an ark,
a phallus bottle opener, a turtle, Tutankhamun, a skull with glowing eyes, a Roman
warrior, playing cards with sexual scenes, etc. against the background of football
jerseys. The visualization of the themes of
sexuality and especially of the disaster was
much more direct here – most objects were
made of black volcanic stone (or similar
material), there were many skulls, coffins,
statues of Vesuvius.
In all types of shops, the themes of
sexuality and death were present in one
form or another. While in the archaeological
sites and in the MAV it was impressive how
much the direct representation of death
was avoided, in the case of souvenirs, the
theme was explored quite heavily and it was
even trivialized. However, the dead bodies
as souvenirs (copies of Pompeii casts)
were particularly impressive – there were
postcards, statuettes and figurines with them.
Figures of dead people, representing real
people with their own stories, were turned
into mass-produced objects for decoration;
death and tragedy were depersonalized and
turned into a commodity.
Surprisingly, the vast majority of
our respondents said that they did not
buy souvenirs at all or only on very rare
occasions. A very small percentage bought
magnets and other decorative souvenirs.
Souvenir stand at Vesuvius’s entrance,
photo by Svetla Ivanova
Some said that they didn’t need souvenirs
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to remember, while others said that photos were their souvenirs: ‘The best souvenir is
the memory.’70After the advent of the smartphone, virtually everyone has a camera in
hand and can consume views, capture moments, produce images. Apart from being
impractical (as some respondents pointed out), souvenirs are becoming too affordable,
popular and of low quality. The ethical and environmental aspects are also possible
explanations. Refusing to consume certain goods is also a choice and can be interpreted
as a declaration of belonging to a social group (with specific views), as well as a way
of social distinction from another group.

‘It’s really hard work being a tourist.’ Museum staff and researcher’s
gaze
Tourism is exceedingly visual in nature, thus Urry dubs the term ‘tourist gaze’, a
gaze which is attracted by and falls upon certain objects which stand out or in some
way speak to the gazer (Urry 2002). Two typical forms of this gaze are the romantic
gaze and the collective gaze. The latter emphasizes liveliness, a large number of
people and a collective consumption of the object of the gaze, while the former
emphasizes solitude, privacy and a personal, semi-spiritual relationship with it. The
tourists not only gaze but are also gazed upon by the staff and locals of the tourist
places, resulting in a mutual gaze, where the tourists themselves ‘become the mad
ones behind bars’ (Maoz 2006). In this part of the text we will explore precisely
the gaze of the staff and researchers working at the Parco Archeologico di Pompei,
Parco Archeologico di Ercolano and the Museo Archeologico Virtuale.
The interlocutors can be separated into two groups – the local staff members of the
parks and museums and the German and English archaeologists who were conducting
research on the territory of Pompeii. They were different in many ways. For example,
when inquired about how it felt to live and work at a place of such historical significance
such as Pompeii, a local staff member simply stated that it was ‘cool’. When asked
what was so cool about it, she explained that since she was so used to Roman ruins, they
didn’t really impress her much, to the point that whenever she went on a vacation, she
didn’t bother looking at Roman sites and looked for something different. This neatly
fits with the idea that a key feature of tourism is the difference between one’s normal
place of residence/work and the object of the tourist gaze. The everyday/extraordinary
dichotomy in this case is turned upside down and an archaeological site was viewed
as a common place (Urry 2002: 189) – normal, mundane, a part of the daily routine
and, in a way, inauthentic. To one of the local interlocutors the obsession of the tourists
with the petrified remains of ancient Pompeiians was a borderline grotesque. From her
point of view, these were the actual physical remains of the long deceased and were
nothing less than creepy. To the tourists, however, they were much more than that, they
were sacred objects from a distant place and time. Such an object of the tourist gaze
70
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was the Lupanar, the brothel in Pompeii, as my local respondent would share with a
laugh. To her it was funny that exactly this building was the most popular with the
visitors, but not without reason. A well-preserved brothel is exactly the type of place
susceptible to becoming the object of the tourist gaze. It allows for a glimpse into the
private lives of the ancient people and provides an opportunity to connect to them
through the language of one of the most basic human experiences.
Unsurprisingly, the complete opposite sentiment was the sentiment of the foreign
researchers excavating the ancient cities. They spoke of Pompeii with a reverence that
was not remotely present in the words of the locals. To them, the ruins meant something,
they were special and an object of their gaze. And while it might be argued that was
due to their line of work as archaeologists, through our conversations it became clear
that there were undeniable similarities between their gaze and that of the tourists. They
would easily put themselves in the tourists’ shoes and empathize with the process of
discovery and of immersing oneself in the atmosphere of the ancient city that is so
quintessential to the romantic gaze. In the words of one of the archaeologists: ‘I suspect
most people come here and they appreciate what they’re looking at… I think it’s really
hard work being a tourist… they are trained, they pick up on new facts- it’s impressive
that they like to have up-to-date facts.’71 She shared that she and her students liked
providing information to tourists, especially those with children and younger people –
she considered the ones coming to her workplace ‘the most detailed ones – a two-hour
tour doesn’t come up here’. On the subject of the pandemic, according to her, tourists
weren’t strongly affected. In fact, in her opinion, some measures were positive – for
example the one-way movement inside some places, as it points the tourists where to
go, even if it sometimes means going in through the back and exiting by the entrance.
An interesting role was played by the guides. They would point the tourist
gaze, changing the status of otherwise mundane objects into objects of interest. An
example would be the small white rocks in the sidewalk of the streets – a seemingly
random pattern, devoid of meaning, undeserving of interest. This, however, changed
as the guide pointed out that the white rocks were there to reflect moonlight and
to make the streets easier to walk at night. Suddenly, the plain white rocks were
not only an object of the tourist gaze but carried meaning and helped transport the
observer through time to the streets of the ancient city.
Another interesting case was The Virtual Museum in Herculaneum (MAV)
founded in 2008 by Packard Humanities Institute. At one point, it used to be the
most visited museum in Campania72. It provided participant experiences via VR
headsets and augmented reality – street and interior views, virtual dialogues with
philosophers, smelling the scents of oils in baths etc. Unfortunately, all this came
to an end – due to Covid restrictions not allowing the use of VR headsets, the
MAV exhibition was changed dramatically. A MAV staff member shared that the
Dr. Wilson, Oxford University
With 200 000 visitors for the first two years the museum raised the number of visitors to Herculaneum from 240 000 to 410 000 per year (Petrillo 2019: 80)
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pandemic had been disastrous for the museum. Not only were they unable to exhibit
their newest and most immersive technology, the VR glasses, but there were less
visitors as well. During our visit, the exhibition consisted of a simplified fragmented
presentation of the history of the disaster. According to the officials working there,
its purpose was to help visitors to Herculaneum to better imagine and contextualize
the city through an interactive exhibition. In practice, however, most of the visitors
to Herculaneum we spoke to did not even know about the existence of the museum,
although they passed it on the way from the station to the archaeological site. In
the film, which was screened at the museum and presented the chronology of the
disaster, the action was devoid of any human presence. However, the volcano was
given a human voice – i.e. in a way it was humanized or animated. The suffering and
deaths of the people were minimized in the museum presentation, and their lives and
personal stories were presented separately. In both Pompeii and Herculaneum, the
visitor was left with the impression that the subject of death and human tragedy had
been deliberately left in the background to limit the negative emotional experience.
***
The current detailed analysis has shown the different ways of experiencing and
consuming Pompeii and Herculaneum by the postmodern post-Covid tourist. It indicated clearly that the interpretation of these unprecedented archaeological sites is not
only education-based, but also a culture-based activity. This is most clearly seen in the
interpretations of the disaster and human suffering. The vast scope of nationalities of
our respondents revealed a cultural variety of perceptions – for instance, Westerners
were concerned about the ethical aspects of exhibiting human casts, while the Asian
girls ‘turned European perceptions upside down’ with the claim that human tragedy
was a social construct and that precisely the presence of the victims – traditionally
considered the human face of catastrophe – paradoxically was the basic evidence
for the sites being perceived as places of life, not death. Interiorizing the story of the
eruption evoked comparisons with individual or collective traumatic memories which
were also deeply culturally specific. The personalized imagining of the ancient way of
life intensified by different sensual practices – which are almost impossible elsewhere
due to the lack of an open access of the sites – reinforced the imaginative creation
of us-them dichotomy: ‘us’, the people of today versus ‘them’, the ancient Romans.
Nevertheless, such a dichotomy is not evident in terms of cities – many similarities
between modern and ancient Roman cities were outlined by the respondents. Some
of them even claimed that in fact nothing had changed and that contemporary Naples
continued the Pompeian urban outlook and patterns of life. Both Pompeii and Herculaneum are being vivified by the tourists (from all over the world – exactly as it was
in Roman times as well), eager to consume not only the ancient cities, but the volcano
itself. Basic images of this consumption are the selfies made on the spot and posted on
social media. In this context, museum authorities are practically invisible. This invis29

ibility intensifies authenticity, but it also creates some inconveniences for the tourists.
However, most visitors highly appreciate the historical value of Pompeii and Herculaneum and the privilege of touching this symbolic time capsule created by nature.
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