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POMPEII AND EUROPE
1748—1943

A great exhibition project to recount the evocative power exerted by the archaeolo-
gical site of Pompeii over artists and the European imagination, from the beginning 
of the excavations in 1748 to the dramatic air raid in 1943. This is Pompeii and Europe. 
1748 – 1943, the exhibition curated by Massimo Osanna, Maria Teresa Caracciolo 
and Luigi Gallo which opens to the public on May 27 at the National Archaeological 
Museum in Naples and simultaneously at the  Amphitheater in Pompeii, ranking in 
importance and prestige with the program of events planned for Expo Milano 2015.

Promoted by the Special Superintendency for Pompeii, Herculaneum and Stabiae 
and the General Direction of the Grand Project Pompeii, with The Naples National 
Archeological Museum, this overview, organized by Electa and with an exhibition 
installation designed by Francesco Venezia, is devised as a true journey, grand and 
complex, in which Antiquity engages in a dialogue with Modernity, and nature 
with the arts and archeology.

The first two stages of the exhibition layout, divided into four chronological sections, 
present more than 250 works, with ancient relics and modern masterpieces (pain-
tings, drawings, collections of prints, architectural projects, photographs, sculptu-
res, objects, books, and much else), from the greatest Italian and foreign museums, 
brought together for the occasion in the Salone della Meridiana of the Archaeolo-
gical Museum in Naples. The continuous cultural connections reveal how Pompeii, 
with its buried ruins and its classicism, has fascinated artists from across Europe for 
almost two hundred years, from Ingres to Picasso, Normand, Le Corbusier, Moreau 
and Klee, influencing the taste of whole courts, in architecture and literature as in 
theater, music and aesthetics, as well as performing a fundamental role in the deve-
lopment of modern archeology.

The rediscovery of Pompeii was truly exceptional and revolutionary. The city’s every-
day life, overwhelmed by the terrible eruption of 79 AD, is evoked and restored to 
light directly in the space of the amphitheater, where the second itinerary of the 
exhibition will unfold. Here, for the section “Stolen from death” curated by Massi-
mo Osanna and Adele Lagi, 20 casts made by Giuseppe Fiorelli and his followers, 
revealing the imprints of the bodies of the unfortunate inhabitants of the city embed-
ded in the volcanic material, are presented for the first time to the public after their 
recent restoration by the Superintendency. They are presented in an exhibit design 
by Francesco Venezia of great impact and evocative force, which is also conceived 
to complete the exhibition itinerary with the photographic exhibition curated by 
Massimo Osanna, Ernesto De Carolis and Grete Stefani. This offers selection of 
photographs, many never shown or published before, which testifies to the progress 
of the excavations between the nineteenth and twentieth century, offering visitors 
a visual and documentary contribution of extraordinary value that helps to recon-
struct, with the rest of the exhibition, the reception and irradiation of the celebrated 
archaeological and cultural site. The exhibition will be open until November 2, 2015.

The exhibition is accompanied by a rich catalogue in three editions – Italian, English 
and French – published by Electa, with numerous critical contributions by authorita-
tive Italian and foreign scholars.

PRESS RELEASE



4

press release

POMPEII AND EUROPE
1748—1943

title	 Pompeii and Europe. 1748 – 1943

venues	 Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 

	 Scavi di Pompei, Anfiteatro 

curated by	 Massimo Osanna, Maria Teresa Caracciolo, Luigi Gallo
	 exhibition in Naples,  MANN

	 Massimo Osanna, Adele Lagi
	 exhibition at Pompeii, Anfiteatro – Stolen from death. The casts

	 Massimo Osanna, Ernesto De Carolis, Grete Stefani
	 exhibition at Pompeii, Anfiteatro – The Photography

period	 May 27 – November 2, 2015

promoted by    	 Soprintendenza Speciale per Pompei, Ercolano, Stabia
	 Direzione Generale Grande Progetto Pompei

in collaboration with	 Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli
	 Beaux-Arts de Paris. Ecole Nationale Superiéure 	 	

organization	
communication
and catalogues 	 Electa

open	 Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale
	 open daily, from 9 am until  7.30 pm
	 weekly closure: Tuesdays

	 Scavi di Pompei, Anfiteatro 
	 open daily from 8.30 am until 7.30 pm until October 31, 2015
	 last admission at 6 pm
	 from 8.30 am until 5 pm, 1 and 2 November
	 last admission at 3.30 pm

information	 www.mostrapompeieuropa.it

press office	 Electa
	 Gabriella Gatto
	 tel. 06 47 49 74 62 — press.electamusei@mondadori.it

	 Valentina Masilli
	 tel. 06 47 49 74 02 — valentina.masilli@consulenti.mondadori.it

	 Head of communications
	 Monica Brognoli
	 tel. 02 71 04 64 56 — brognoli@mondadori.it

	 Soprintendenza Speciale per Pompei, Ercolano e Stabia
	 tel. 081 85 75 327 — pompei.ufficiostampa@beniculturali.it

INFORMATION SHEET
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POMPEII AND EUROPE. 1748–1943 
THE REASONS FOR THE EXHIBITION

The exhibition, commissioned by the Superintendency of Pompeii, Herculaneum 
and Stabiae, analyzes the cultural influence exerted by Pompeii, from the start of 
the excavations in 1748 down to the dramatic air raids in 1943. The exhibition, divi-
ded into four chronological sections, reveals the relation between artists and the 
ancient city. Works found in Pompeii are compared with others created in Italy, 
France, Britain, Germany, Scandinavia and Spain. A collection of two hundred pain-
tings, drawings, sculptures, prints, photographs, objects and books, brought to-
gether to evoke Pompeii and its reception in the European imagination, between 
emulation and reinterpretation. 
Pompeii is an integral part of world history, which has made meditation on the 
ancient world the focus of modern thought. The postwar years have seen major 
projects to restore and preserve the ancient city in Campania, which occupies a cen-
tral place in contemporary culture, as evidenced by its naming in 1997 as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site. The purpose of this exhibition is to present the history of the 
site and its cultural irradiation.

Ⅰ. 	 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY AND ANCIENT POMPEII

O what a great fortune �it is of our time, to discover  
�not one or another ancient �monument, but a City… 

Scipione Maffei, Epistolario, 1748

The discovery of Herculaneum and Pompeii, buried by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 
AD, was one of the greatest cultural events in eighteenth-century Europe. Hercula-
neum was discovered in 1738, followed in 1748 by the exploration of Pompeii, which in 
1764 became the principal excavation due to better working conditions, being covered 
in lapilli (loose fragments) in comparison to the solid lava that sheathes Herculaneum. 
At that time Campania was the epicenter of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, ruled by 
the Bourbon dynasty in Naples, which held power continuously – with the exception 
of two intervals, the Neapolitan Republic of 1799 and the reign of Joachim Murat in 
1808-1815 – until the South was finally annexed to the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. The 
extraordinary enthusiasm Pompeii aroused in travelers is testified by the portraits of 
Goethe and Anna Amalia of Saxony-Weimar painted by Wilhelm Tischbein.

Ⅰ.1	 The temple of Isis

Does the past return? Come and see, Greeks; Romans, come! / 
Ancient Pompeii arises again, the city of Hercules rises!  

Friedrich Schiller, Pompeji und Herkulanum, 1796

One of the most evocative places in Pompeii is the temple devoted to the Egyptian 
cult of Isis, rediscovered in 1765. In the eighteenth century the temple of Isis provided 
a new element in the flowering of Egyptomania and the symbolism of the Masonic 
lodges. Some artifacts found in the building are exhibited beside modern works, such 
as the model in bronze and marble made by a manufactory in Rome, the watercolors 
by Louis-Jean Desprez and the vivid copies of the frescoes by Giuseppe Chiantarelli.

THEMES AND SECTIONS OF EXHIBITION



8

POMPEII AND EUROPE
1748—1943

themes and sections 
of exhibition
press release

Ⅰ.2	 Motifs and interpretations

But if she dances / Look at her! The harmony of sound /  
Flows from her lovely body, and the smile / of her mouth,  
and a motion, an act, a charm / Send unexpected beauty to the gaze. 

Ugo Foscolo, Le Grazie (Dancer in the motion of the dance), 1803–1825

In the eighteenth century the purpose of the excavations was to find art objects and 
paintings, which would be removed from their contexts. The images in the frescoes 
were adopted as models. The artists inspired by the ancient decorations included 
Antonio Canova, who reinterpreted some emblematic Pompeian subjects, such as 
the seller of cupids and the dance. Themes derived from the Vesuvian antiquities 
also provided inspiration for countless decorative variations in the design of orna-
mental silks, porcelain and furniture for the most princely residences in Europe.

Ⅰ.3	 Views of the excavations

I went with Tischbein to Pompeii, admiring to right  
and left all those magnificent views already known  
to us thanks to the landscape painters. 

J. W. Goethe, Italian Journey (March 11, 1787)

Under the direction of the architect Francesco La Vega, in 1780 work began on 
the partial restoration of the buildings. A series of views by artists from all over 
Europe – Germany (Jacob Philipp Hackert and Christoph Heinrich Kniep), France 
(Jean-Honoré Fragonard) and Venice (Giovanni Battista Piranesi) – illustrated the 
appearance of the excavations of Pompeii. Treatises also spread a knowledge of 
the sites of Pompeii with fine engravings in the books published in the late eighte-
enth and early nineteenth centuries.

Ⅱ.	 THE REDISCOVERY OF A WHOLE CITY

To the heavenly light returns,
After long oblivion, 
Extinct Pompeii 

Giacomo Leopardi, La Ginestra, 1836

In January 1804 Chateaubriand visited Pompeii and imagined it as a grand museum 
with all the artifacts left where they were brought to light. The idea would be re-
alized in the course of a century and a half, thanks to the painstaking work of the 
archaeologists who turned the limited excavations of the eighteenth century into 
the world’s largest archaeological site. While the finds riveted public interest in Eu-
rope, Leopardi in his last Canto, La Ginestra (1836), described the ruins of Pompeii 
as symbols of the human pretension of eternity before the untamed power of the 
volcano.
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Ⅱ.1	 Architects and landscapists in the excavations

Rome is but a vast museum,  
Pompeii is living antiquity 

François-René de Chateaubriand, Voyage en Italie, 1804

Representative figures in the history of Pompeii are the architect François Mazois 
and the antiquarian Sir William Gell, the authors of scholarly volumes that pro-
ved very successful thanks to their engraved plates. In addition to scholarly works, 
landscape painters were taking a growing interest in the Pompeian landscape. To-
gether with a faithful depiction of the site, a sublime vision of the eruption in 79 AD 
appears in the painting by Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes.

Ⅱ.2	 The urban spaces

Everyone could pretend that, defying the course  
of the centuries, they had suddenly been allowed to wander  
the streets and squares of the sleeping city 

Gérard de Nerval, Isis, 1854

A knowledge of Vesuvian antiquities stimulated the creativity of architects who 
visited Pompeii in the nineteenth century, as revealed by analysis of the academic 
assignments submitted by students at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. During 
their five years in Italy, the pensionnaires of the French Academy were required to 
perfect their training by studying an ancient monument. The drawings on display 
depict the buildings in the Forum, the Temple of Apollo and the Theater District in 
their current state and conjecturally as they originally appeared.

Ⅱ.3	 Domus and color

Surprising indeed is the aspect of Pompeii;  
[…] in two steps one passes from modern to antique life 

Théophile Gautier, Arria Marcella. Souvenir de Pompéi, 1852

Studies of domestic architecture and decor were among the most innovative ap-
proaches to the archaeological site. In the Museum in Naples, artists had an oppor-
tunity to study the ancient frescoes, as shown by the replicas painted by Gustave 
Moreau. For the first time since their execution, these works are now presented side 
by side with the originals. The applied arts also drew on antiquities: an example is 
the tripod produced in the second decade of the nineteenth century on the model 
of the refined brazier with zoomorphic legs found in Herculaneum. The interest in 
the more domestic side of ancient life was reinforced by frequent discoveries of 
objects of worship and everyday use. As the exclusive property of the Bourbons, 
the Vesuvian relics were sought by collectors in Europe and some were donated for 
political purposes, as evidenced by the significant loans from the British Museum.
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Ⅲ.	 POMPEII IN THE EUROPEAN IMAGINATION

Pompeii is a city that managed to die better than all its other  
beautiful sisters of Ancient Greece, since the violent death  
by asphyxiation is the only death that becomes beauty 

Renato Fucini, 1878

While archaeologists sought to extend our scholarly knowledge of ancient Pom-
peii, the contemporary art world, in the unity of romantic literature, poetry, pain-
ting, music and theater, helped create an imaginary Pompeii: not only as the city 
immortalized by landscape painters, but also as the setting for novels, stories, po-
ems and operas.

Ⅲ.1	 The last days of Pompeii

It is not unnatural, perhaps, […] to wake  
to a second existence the City of the Dead! 

Edward George Bulwer-Lytton, preface to The Last Days of Pompeii, 1834

The first creative work to use ​​Pompeii as the setting for a dramatic story set on 
the eve of the eruption in 79 AD was presented in Naples: Giovanni Pacini’s opera 
L’ultimo giorno di Pompei, staged at the Teatro San Carlo in 1825 and repeated 
in 1827 at La Scala with sets designed by Alessandro Sanquirico. It also inspired 
a painting in 1827 by the Russian painter Karl Pavlovich Bryullov and a novel in 
1834, soon to become a best seller, by the British writer Edward Bulwer-Lytton: The 
Last Days of Pompeii. The theme of the eruption of Vesuvius was also interpreted  
by Félix Auvray and Henri Frédéric Schopin. 

Ⅲ.2	 The female universe and domestic life

Round her arm, like the asp round 
Cleopatra’s arm, was a golden serpent, 
with eyes formed of precious stones 

Théophile Gautier, Arria Marcella. Souvenir de Pompéi, 1852

Since the early nineteenth century, the female side of the ancient domestic world 
appealed to the imagination of artists, works veiled in mystery such as Paul Delaro-
che’s Maiden in a Pool, or overtly sensuous, like Domenico Morelli’s Pompeian Bath. 
Also compelling is the comparison between the silverware found in the House of 
Menander, evoking the elegance of Pompeii, and late nineteenth-century artifacts, 
such as the dinner service in Sèvres porcelain created for the table of Prince Jero-
me Napoleon in his Pompeian house, built in Paris by the architect Alfred Normand. 
A series of designs document the rooms of the house, which was demolished in the 
late nineteenth century.

Ⅲ.3	 Giuseppe Fiorelli and the casts of bodies in Pompeii

It is the crowning reward for my great efforts to have paved the way  
to obtaining an unknown class of monuments, so that archaeology  

themes and sections 
of exhibition
press release
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will no longer be studied either in the marbles or in the bronzes,  
but in the bodies themselves of the ancients stolen away by death,  
after 18 centuries of oblivion 

Giuseppe Fiorelli, Appunti autobiografici, 1875

Pompeii is closely bound up with the memory of the lives of its citizens whose bo-
dies, surprised by death, have been given physical form again by making plaster 
casts of them. The technique was devised by the Superintendent Giuseppe Fiorelli, 
first director of the excavations in a unified Italy. He guessed that the cavities in 
the solidified volcanic ash held the impressions of the Pompeians’ bodies. He had 
the idea of using plaster to make casts of them. Those figures shaped by the ashes 
of Vesuvius appealed to the imagination of artists well into the twentieth century.

Ⅳ.	 POMPEII IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Under Fiorelli’s directorship the system of admission by ticket to the archeological 
park registered a steady increase in the number of visitors. In 1910, the Superinten-
dent Vittorio Spinazzola started to excavate the eastern stretch of Via dell’Abbon-
danza. This undertaking was epic because it involved joining up the great monu-
ments. He was succeeded by Amedeo Maiuri, who held the position from 1924 until 
1961. He was responsible for extending the excavations that can still be visited today. 
The rebirth of Pompeii was brutally interrupted by its bombing in August 24, 1943.

Ⅳ.1	 Architects before history

Pompeii is not a mass of shapeless and mutilated ruins solely  
of use as subject matter for the erudite speculations of an archaeologist;  
it is a living ruin […]: it is reality itself 

Charles Garnier, L’habitation humaine…, 1892

Twentieth-century architects gave careful thought to Pompeii, bringing some in-
fluences from antiquity into contemporary projects. An example appears in the 
work of Léon Jaussely, who in 1910 submitted to the École des Beaux-Arts his four-
th-year assignment devoted to the Forum. Le Corbusier, on a visit to the Vesuvian 
site in 1911, also made sketches, recording his astonishment at the sight of the an-
cient houses.

Ⅳ.2	 Photographers and photographs

In Pompeii you plunge into the vertigo of millennia, the illusion  
of time fades and humanity is revealed as it develops through forms  
linearly similar and substantially identical to today’s, essentially  
ruled by the same needs and spiritual impulses 

Margherita Sarfatti, articolo in “Dedalo”, 1924

The multiplication of photographic images was the real change in these years: they 
recorded the image of the city, the progress of the work and the wealth of art and 
decorations that emerged from the excavations, spreading them worldwide. The 

themes and sections 
of exhibition
press release
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photographs taken by Bernoud, Sommer, Amodio, Rive, Mauri, Plüschow and the 
Photographic Department of the Superintendency give a comprehensive record of 
the monuments of Pompeii. The survey is completed by the desolating images of 
the archaeological site after being bombed in air raids.

Ⅳ.3	 Artists’ journeys to Pompeii

Pompeii did not astonish me. I went straight to my house. I had waited  
a thousand years without daring to go back and see its poor ruins 

Jean Cocteau, Letter to his mother, March 13, 1917

In Pompeii antiquity lived again in works by artists who visited the excavations. 
Think of the young Paul Klee, visiting the ruins in spring 1902, Pablo Picasso, at 
the excavations in the company of Jean Cocteau in 1917, Mario Sironi, Achille Funi, 
Giorgio de Chirico and Arturo Martini, who visited the excavations in succession 
between 1920 and 1940, arousing an enthusiasm for antiquity in which the eternal 
had the flavor of myth.

themes and sections 
of exhibition
press release



13

press release

POMPEII AND EUROPE
1748—1943 EXHIBITION’S ROUTE

SECTIONS

Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale – Salone della Meridiana

Ⅰ.1

Ⅱ.1

Ⅲ.3

Ⅱ.2

Ⅲ.2

Ⅱ.3

Ⅲ.1

Ⅰ.2

Ⅳ.1Ⅳ.3 Ⅳ.2

Ⅰ.3

→
→

Entry

Exit

The eighteenth century  
and ancient pompeii
The temple of Isis
Motifs and interpretations
Views of the Excavations    

The rediscovery  
of a whole city
Architects and landscapists  
in the excavations
The urban spaces
Domus and Color

Pompeii in the  
european imagination
The last days of Pompeii
The female universe 
and life in the home
Giuseppe Fiorelli and the 
casts of bodies in Pompeii

Pompeii in the  
twentieth century 
Architects before history
Photographers and photographs
Artists’ journeys to Pompeii

Ⅰ. 

Ⅰ.1

Ⅰ.2

Ⅰ.3

Ⅱ.

Ⅱ.1

Ⅱ.2

Ⅱ.3

Ⅲ. 

Ⅲ.1

Ⅲ.2

Ⅲ.3

Ⅳ.

Ⅳ.1

Ⅳ.2

Ⅳ.3



14

press release

POMPEII AND EUROPE
1748—1943

“STOLEN FROM DEATH”. THE CASTS

Stolen from death

Giuseppe Fiorelli is possibly best known for inventing an original method which could 
be used to make plaster casts of the victims of the eruption, thereby reproducing  
the poses of the Pompeians surprised by death. Whereas in the Bourbon age a te-
chnique had been implemented that was used to make casts of organic materials, 
such as doors and other pieces of furniture, to the new Superintendent is due the 
introduction of a technique used to restore shape to the bodies themselves. In the 
account of his trip to Pompeii, the archaeologist Heinrich Brunn recorded the di-
scovery (on February 3, 1863) as follows: “It is commonly known that the land under 
which Pompeii is buried is in part made up of ash, which was thrown up by Vesuvius, 
and mixed with water; this substance later became as hard as tuff. What happened is 
that vegetables and animals subject to putrefaction, after falling into the ash, left an 
impression of their shapes in the ash itself. When this was observed a few years ago, 
a successful experiment was performed to make wooden doors and workshop locks 
from plaster casts. Some of them were published by Sig. Ivanoff in our Annali in 1859. 
This past winter the same method was used to make casts of the bodies of the peo-
ple buried under the ash at the moment of the fatal catastrophe… Clearly, the actual 
pose of the bodies is visible, and it is quite moving to see, for example, a woman dying  
in the same position…”. A few days after creating the first cast, Fiorelli wrote that 
the reward for his meticulous efforts was to have opened the way to obtaining a 
new class of monuments: no longer constituted by objects but by the very bodies 
of the ancients, stolen from death, after 18 centuries of oblivion. 

Giuseppe Fiorelli

Giuseppe Fiorelli, was Inspector of the Excavations (from 1860) and later Supe-
rintendent (from 1863) of Unified Italy. Marc Monnier author of the short guide 
book The Wonders of Pompeii, published in 1864, describes the many novelties 
undertaken in the excavations thanks to the untiring efforts of Fiorelli: from the 
introduction of a new method for “layer by layer” examination, to the progressive 
numbering of the insulae; from the institution of a two-franc admission fee, whi-
ch allowed anyone to visit the sites without needing a pass from the king, to the 
many labourers engaged in the work sites on a daily basis. All these things were 
part of a renewed research effort that was widely publicized by the contemporary 
press.  Unquestionably, part of this ambitious research and reform program is the 
inception, in 1866, of a “Scuola Archeologica di Pompei.” The goal of this institu-
tion was to train a generation of archaeologists who could combine their academic 
education with solid field work, an instrument that was believed to be essential for 
understanding and safeguarding antique objects.
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