
INTRODUCTION

-Pompeii trägt in hohem Grade das Geprage einer bestimmten Epoche zur Schau; aber der erste 
ailgemeine Eindruck halt einer strengen Prufung nicht Stand und man wird zu seinem Erstaunen 
gewahr, daG these scheinbar so junge und einfirmige Stadt die Andenken fri.iherer Epochen in 
bedeutendern Umfang und groPer Zahi bis zur Katastrophe desJ.79 bewahrt hat." 

HEINRICH NISSEN, Poinpejaniscl.ie Sluclien 

How and why did the city of Pompeii take the shape 

it did? More than just a question of urban design, the 

,,how,, of the physical form of the city, this is also a 

question of urban planning, the more difficult question 

of the -why,, of the urban form. Urban planning looks 

behind the physical form of a city, at the relationships 

between a place and its people and into the policies and 

strategies behind urban solutions. 

Starting point of this book is the assumption that it 

is possible to find information regarding both the 

,,how- and the <,why,, of the physical form of Pompeii 

in its urban fabric. The study of the urban remains can 

help us to reconstruct not only the technical and metro-

logical patterns of the urban layout, but also the social 

logic of the design according to which the city was built. 

In short, and referring to the title of this book, the physi-

cal remains of Pompeii can aid us to reconstruct both 

the Metrology and the Meaning of the urban layout. It is 

an archaeologist's attempt to treat the city as an object 

that carries information about its use in the society in 

which it was created, in other words, to treat the city as 

an artefact, maybe one that is slightly more complex, 

but not essentially different from all other man-made 

objects that communicate past intentions. 

The key to the study of the city is an understanding 

of urban form and urban process. Urban form refers to 

urban patterns, the division of the available space within 

the city. Urban process has to do with the passing of time, 

time in which a city develops and keeps transforming it-

self to keep up with the changing demands of the society 

of which it is a part. As it becomes clearer how these phe-

nomena work, it gradually becomes clearer how the city 

works, both as a physical and as a social entity. 

Pompeii is different from most extinct cities. Ancient 

cities usually completed the cycle of urban process, i.e.

formation-transformation-demolition. They were creat-

ed, further developed and eventually fell into a state of 

disuse, their <<corpses>> to be discovered much later by 

following generations. In the case of Pompeii, the lively 

city was stopped in mid-stride by the eruption of Mount 

Vesuvius in A.D. 79. What we are confronted with is a 

random point in the ongoing process of shaping and re-

shaping of the urban environment. This peculiarity 

combined with the extent of the site and the high degree 

of preservation, make Pompeii unique in the study of 

urban form and urban process. The urban landscape of 

Pompeii is complete and more <,alive- than most an-

cient cities, which up to a certain degree makes it possi-

ble to study the site as one would study a modern, living 

city The astonishing wealth of information encountered 

in Pompeii has turned the site into a primus inter 
pares of archaeological sites; few other sites have re-

ceived quite the amount of attention lavished on Pom-

peii. However, the extent of the site has had the unfortu-

nate side effect that the majority of Pompeian studies 

have passed up the opportunity to perform a detailed 

study of the urban landscape as a whole. 

The research presented in this book originated with-

in the Pompeii project of the University of Leiden and 

the Dutch Institute at Rome, a brainchild of the project's 

director Herman Geertman. This project, now known as 

RUSPA Ricerche Urbanistiche Su Pompei Antica), 
aims at the total appraisal of the notably regular expan-

sions of the ancient city outside the core around the ur-

ban forum, and as such makes good use of the special' 

conditions described above that are inherent to the site. 

Geertman, interested in the ancient theory and practice 

of building and urban topography and mainly known 

for his comparative studies on the ancient writings or 

building and the built environment, developed a fasci
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nation with the differentiated nature of Pompeii's urban 

landscape, i.e. Altstadt> versus <<Neustadt" , and the 

different schemes of regular expansions that form the 

latter. The strong ties between the present study and 

RUSPA justify a short discussion of this project's back-

ground and history and of its national and internation-

al, academic context. 

RUSPA started out in the late 1980s at the University 

of Leiden as part of a broader research project of the De-

partment of Archaeology, entitled -Historical Topogra-
phy and the History of Architecture. The project 

marked a turning point in a long tradition of Pompeian 

research of the department, which started in the late 

1940s. Originally, the history of Roman wall painting, 

especially the sequence and development of wall paint-

ing styles, was the main focus of study, which resulted in 

the studies of Beyen and Bastet. However; when Geert-

man was appointed head of the department in 1978, the 

focus started to shift towards the history of architecture, 

which basically changed the character of the Pompeian 

studies in two ways. On the one hand, it ignited new 

studies on urban architecture and urban history. On the 

other hand, the studies of wall, ceiling and floor decora-

tions started to move towards a more contextual ap-

proach. Examples of studies that join both fields of in-

terest, i.e. decoration and architecture, are Tybout's 

Aedticorum fi.gurae and the Domus Aurea project of 

Peters, Meyboom and Moormann, a collaboration of the 

Universities of Nijmegen, Leiden and Amsterdam. A sim-

ilar change in the character of Pompeian studies took 

place at the University of Nijmegen, instigated by the 

late Jos de Waele. 

Internationally, urban studies underwent a similar 

shift from a more <<categorical>> to a more contextual 

approach. It is probably fair to say that Zevi and Ward-

Perkins set the agenda for studies that use the urban 

block or insula as the context of urban units, as it was 

Zevi who suggested to Ward-Perkins to use insula 1 10 
House of the Menander) in an integrated programme 

of recording and research. At the University of Manches-

ter, Ling pursued this suggested programme. Other ex-

amples are the study of insula VZ 1 by the Anglo-Amer-
ican Project in Pompeii, based at the University of 

Bradford (Jones and Robinson), the study of insula I, 9 
by the University of Reading and the British School at 

Rome (Fulford and Wallace-Hadrill), the excavations in

insula Vii, 9 by the Università La Sapienza in Rome 

(Carandini and Carafa), the research of insula i, 8 by 

the Spanish School in Rome Arce and Carillo), and the 

studies by the German Archaeological Institute of Rome 

of insula VIII, 4 and Li, 16 (respectively Dickrnann and 

Pirson; Seiler and Beste). 

In this international forum, RUSPA adds the study 

of the development of different urban areas and their re-

lationships through time, the study of the relations of 

public and private space (in blocks and plots, streets and 

pavements) and the connected juridical aspects. Evi-

dence of earlier organisation of the arrangements of 

buildings and house blocks or insulae is used to unravel 

an earlier version of the A.D. 79 urban arrangement. 

The study makes clear that even the insula is not suffi-

cient context: the framework within which the insula 
was created and in which it functioned, its immediate 

surroundings and ultimately the city, needs to be drawn 

into the study as well. The project systematically studies 

the urban plan and buildings on site to acquire the re-

quired information, and in doing so attempts to provide 

a picture of this broader framework. Recently, this idea 

has been taken one step further by the <<Progetto Regio 

W<<, a team effort of the universities of Perugia, Venezia, 

Trieste and L'Orientale di Napoli (Coarelli, Zaccaria 

Ruggiu, Braconi and Pesando). In addition to the study 

of the standing masonry, this team's targeted excavation 

is bringing forward interesting and detailed information 

on the formation and transformations of individual 

houses and insulae within Regio L1 slowly unfolding 

the overall urbanistic development of the area. 

The first results of RUSPA are now appearing in the 

publications of Geertman, Saliou and the present au-

thor. In 1998, Geertman's paper Lo sviluppo urbanisti-
co della ciltd e la sua storia. liprogetto olandese was 

published in Sotto ILapilli (or Unpeeling Pompeii), the 

catalogue of the exhibition that took place in Pompeii 

in the same year. In 2001, Lo Studio del/a città antica. 
Vecchi e nuovi approcci was published in Pompei, 
scienza e societd, the transactions of the 1998 confer-

ence in Naples that commemorated the 25011> birthday of 

excavations of the site. Geertman's papers concentrate 

mainly on the genesis of planned Pompeii, but the study 

enables other foci. Saliou describes the juridical evi-

dence for property division that can be found on the 

pavements of Pompeii in Les trottoirs de Pompe'i: uric 
premiere approche, published in Babesch in 1999. In
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the same publication, Residences for the Rich? Some 
observations on the alleged residential and elitist 
character of Regio VI of Pompeii, the social geography 

of the north-west part of the city as it stood in A.D. 79 

was discussed by the present author. 

This book focuses on one of the regular expansions 

of Pompeii's iVeustadt, a group of similarly shaped and 

sized blocks in the north-west part of Pompeii, most 

commonly known as Regio W It builds upon a system-

atic study of the buildings of the area, undertaken dur-

ing several field seasons of RUSPA in the years 1996-

2001. The study was written up during the following 

years and presented as a PhD thesis at the university of 

Leiden in May 2003. 

Chapter 1 gives a theoretical framework for the 

study of cities in general and the ancient city in particu-

lar. The chapter firstly describes general issues of urban 

form and urban process as physical phenomena, but al-

so as witnesses of past spatial choices and social intent. 

The chapter further offers insight in the ancient build-

ing practice through an explanation of the building 

process as described by the Roman architect Vitruvius. 

The attention shifts to Campania in Chapter 2, with 

descriptions of different projects that have studied the 

urban fabric of Pompeii. Despite the fact that the proj-

ects discussed have focussed on different aspects of the 

urban landscape, they all have a common goal, i.e. the 

reconstruction of some of the -rules,, of or reasons be-

hind the spatial arran gement of Pompeii.

The larger part of this book, Chapters 3 to 5, is based 

directly on the fieldwork and subsequent analysis of Re-
gio IT Chapter 3 presents the study of the physical 

arrangement of the individual blocks, and offers recon-

structions of the earliest arrangement of the standing 

structures in this particular area. The reconstructions 

indicate which metrological patterns, or patterns of de-

sign, were used in the creation of this particular cluster 

of insulae. The analyses of the standing structures of the 

individual blocks are based on more detailed descrip-

tions of the building fabric in this area that will eventu-

ally become available through the publications of RUS- 
PA. This documentation forms a very important source 

of information on the architecture of Regio W. The area, 

which was uncovered in a relatively early phase of Pom-

peian research, has now suffered extensive deterioration, 

due especially to exposure of the walls to the weather 

and abundant vegetation. Even in the relatively short 

time-span of the author's work on site, many structures 

have become unstable or have collapsed. 

The patterns of design, or-metrological logic-, of 

the spatial arrangement are further discussed in Chapter 

4. Chapter 5 looks at the social logic of the spatial 

arrangement revealed, at the distribution of larger and 

smaller units throughout the area, the internal relations 

of these units to each other and to the street system of 

the area, and the external relations of these units to, for 

example, the area of the forum as heart of the city. 

A. VS November 2005


