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Abstract
The pompa funebris, the funeral procession, was a fundamental part of the rituals enacted upon the death of a Roman, 
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Whenever any illustrious man dies, he is carried 
at his funeral into the Forum to the so-called 
rostra, sometimes conspicuous in an upright 
posture and more rarely reclined. Here with all 
the people standing round, a grown-up son, if 
he has one left who happens to be present, or 
if not some other relative mounts the rostra 
and discourses on the virtues and successful 
achievements of the dead. As a consequence the 
multitude and not only those who had a part 
in these achievements, but those also who had 
none, when the acts are recalled to their minds 
and brought before their eyes, are moved to such 
sympathy that the loss seems to be not confined 
to the mourners, but a public one affecting the 
whole people. 

(Polybius 6.53)1 

As illustrated by the ancient historian Polybius, the 
aristocratic Roman funeral was not only an occasion 
for the deceased and their family, but one that 
became woven into the fabric of the city itself. This 
was a participatory event in large part because of the 
public procession that escorted the deceased from 
the family home to the grave site via the Forum. The 
pompa funebris is arguably the most public portion of 
the rituals surrounding death and burial, and as such, 
intersects with the general population and the urban 
topography in a manner that makes it one of the more 
tangible aspects of Roman religious practice. Despite 
this, there have been few attempts to contextualise the 
experience of a funeral procession, either within an 
urban space, or in relation to the funeral itself. Polybius’ 
description places emphasis on the use of imagines 

1 Translations of ancient texts are taken from the digital 
editions of the Loeb Classical Library. Translations of the 
funerary inscriptions from Pompeii are the author’s.

(wax death masks) and the parade of ancestors who 
served as exempla for the living generation.2 He asks 
(6.53): ‘For who would not be inspired by the sight 
of the images of men renowned for their excellence, 
all together as if alive and breathing? What spectacle 
could be more glorious than this?’ His statement 
demonstrates the importance of this aspect of the 
funeral, evoking the memory of one’s ancestors in the 
most public setting possible. What Polybius fails to 
record, unfortunately, are the logistical details such as 
the route the funeral procession took, the length of 
time such a display would have required, or the size of 
the crowd this type of event would attract. The lived 
experience of the funeral procession is lacking.

Some attempts have been made to reconstruct 
aspects of the funeral procession within Rome itself 
(see Favro & Johanson, 2010), but what of Pompeii? This 
city offers a unique perspective because, unlike Rome, 
it preserves three elements that allow for funeral 
processions to be recreated: houses and tombs that 
are identifiable by specific occupants, mappable street 
directionals, and a largely intact urban topography that 
allows for visualisation of the experience. In Pompeii, 
there are at least two men, Marcus Obellius Firmus 
and Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, for whom both house 
and tomb are firmly attested. This knowledge, in 
conjunction with probable traffic patterns, allows the 
mapping of the pompa funebris, from house to Forum 
to tomb. Additional routes can also be projected, 
taking into account known locations for tombs and 
structures for other illustrious inhabitants such as 
those of Eumachia, Marcus Tullius, and Arellia Tertulla, 
the only person in Pompeii who had a ‘public’ funeral 
(that is, one which was paid for and organised by 
the state). Once potential routes are established, it 
will be possible to consider the experience of the 
funeral procession in more detail: the sights, sounds, 
smell of incense, and density of the crowd as it 
wound through the streets from one site to the next, 
inevitably picking up more participants as it progressed. 
Integrating aspects of the human experience with urban 
topography on a specific route will allow a deeper 

2 Wax masks, unfortunately, have not survived antiquity. 
Beyond literary descriptions of their use, there are some 
representations of the masks in their wooden cupboards, 
most commonly in funerary reliefs. One example of this in 
Pompeii is found on the tomb of Naevoleia Tyche (Campbell, 
2015, pp.126–7, 172–4). Wooden portrait busts that may have 
been used to display masks were also found in the House of 
Menander in Pompeii and in the House of the Wattlework in 
Herculaneam (Pollini, 2007, p.247; Flower, 1996, pp.42–6).
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level of understanding for the practices surrounding 
death and burial, and go towards developing a clearer 
conception of the phenomenology of religious ritual in 
the Roman world.

The rituals and procedures of death and burial 
in the Roman world are well documented, but it is 
important to consider a number of elements in relation 
to the experience of a funeral, and more specifically, 
the funeral procession (Campbell, 2015, pp.2–30; 
Carroll, 2006; Toynbee, 1971). When someone of high 
status died, arrangements for a funeral were begun 
immediately, usually to be held within a few days of 
death. The family would hire libertinarii (undertakers), 
who would oversee the entire event (AE 1971: 88, cf. 
CIL 5.5128 = ILS  6726; Sen. Ep. 99.22; Tac. Dial. 9.11.0; 
Pliny HN 7.176; Bodel 1994). The funeral itself required 
a number of specific jobs, including the pollinctor, who 
prepared the body, the dissignator, who choreographed 
the procession, and preficae, who sang laments (nenia) 
(Varro Ling. 7.70; Sen. Ben. 6.38; Flower 1996, pp.98, 
115–16). Unlike funerals for the poor and children 
which were held at night, the elite funeral took place 
during the day, and as the procession made use of 
public space, required permission in order to take 
place (Flower, 1996, p.96; Bodel, 1999, p.261; Dion. Hal. 
Ant. Rom. 9.54.5; Tac. Ann. 3.76; Gisborne, 2005, p.247). 
Aediles, the lower of the two magisterial positions in 
cities like Pompeii, were tasked with regulating funerals 
and tombs, and would have been responsible for 
granting such requests (Cic. Phil. 9.7.17; Ov. Fast. 6.663; 
CIL 6.1375b = ILS 917b; Flower, 1996, p.95). Because 
the funeral made use of the Forum, and in the case of 
magistrates, lictors participated – one could even be 
assigned to escort the dissignator – any funeral taking 
place during the day would require civic business (i.e. 
political meetings) to be suspended (Gisborne, 2005, 
p.247). Depending on the size and arrangements of 
the funeral, this could include using a large amount of 
public space, such as when triclinia were set up in the 
Roman Forum for the funeral of the pontifex maximus 
P. Licinius Crassus (Livy 39.46.2–3). Once the date of 
the funeral was determined, heralds would publicise 
it during the days leading up to the event, inviting 
all citizens to attend. Elite funerals with a laudatio 
(funeral speech) and procession of imagines were 
open to the public, and indeed, the procession and 
funeral orations were considered integral parts of the 
process, without which a leading man would not be 
viewed as having a proper burial (Flower, 1996, p.101; 
Bodel, 1999, p.260). There was an inherent expectation 
that the public would act as spectators to a funeral, 
and that the people themselves ‘looked to funerals 
for entertainment, and the holders of funerals, in a 

society that prized public displays of piety and status, 
depended on the people to attend and thus justify their 
performances’ (Bodel, 1999, p.259). As Plutarch wrote 
‘wealth loses all radiance without an audience’, and this 
is evident in the displays of the funeral (Mor. 528a).3 

The public displays of funeral rites were not 
necessarily limited to the very elite, since in Roman 
Italy and the western provinces, who was celebrated in 
this manner was quite different from elsewhere in the 
Mediterranean. Dionysius of Halicarnassus wrote, that 
unlike the Athenians who arranged funeral orations 
solely for those who died in war, the

Romans, on the other hand, appointed this 
honour to be paid to all their illustrious men, 
whether as commanders in war or as leaders 
in the civil administration they have given wise 
counsels and performed noble deeds, and this 
not alone to those who have died in war, but also 
to those who have met their end in any manner 
whatsoever, believing that good men deserve 
praise for every virtue they have shown during 
their lives and not solely for the single glory of 
their death.

(Ant. Rom. 5.17.5–6)

This opens up the possibilities for far more people 
to be eulogised in this manner and demonstrates that 
‘[e]ven at humbler social levels, the funerary parade 
provided an opportunity for public display and an 
occasion for the show of popular support’ (Bodel, 1999, 
p.261). As has been demonstrated elsewhere, there is 
no real difference between rich and poor in the desire 
to commemorate their dead, simply in the financial 
ability to do so (Campbell, 2015, pp.142–5; Bodel, 1999, 
p.261).

Although writers such as Polybius and Virgil both 
portray the pompa funebris as an event that emphasises 
themes of dedication to the state, personal sacrifice, 
and a strong sense of community, others, such as 
Lucian, demonstrate the pageantry of it, suggesting that 
the ostentatiousness of the grief on display was for 
the spectators, not the family or the deceased (Virgil 
Aen. 6.756–886; Lucian Luct. 10–20; Flower, 1996, p.110; 
Bodel, 1999, p. 265). Lucian describes the ‘drama’ (13) 
of the event, led by ‘actors’ (20), as a performance of 
grief:

3 This sentiment, of course, leads to the luxury laws of 
the late Republican period, placing limits on the expenditure 
permitted for a funeral. Cic. De Leg. 2.22–6.
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The women wail; men and women alike weep 
and beat their breasts and rend their hair and 
lacerate their cheeks; clothes are also torn on 
the occasion, and dust sprinkled on the head.  
The survivors are thus reduced to a more 
pitiable condition than the deceased: while they 
in all probability are rolling about and dashing 
their heads on the ground, he, bravely attired and 
gloriously garlanded, reposes gracefully upon his 
lofty bier, adorned as it were for some pageant.

(Luct. 12)

Indeed, the funeral was a noisy, raucous affair with 
hired musicians, actors, and professional mourners, 
that fits into a ‘carnivalesque’ model of comportment 
(Sumi 2002, p.578). Valerie Hope describes the sounds 
of mourning as a highly staged manifestation of the 
liminality of the corpse and the bereaved, stating that 
‘from the deathbed to the pyre, the bereaved were to 
be heard’ (2019, pp.61–2; 2017, pp.90–1). The sound 
of mourning was also highly gendered, as women and 
men were expected to express their grief differently, 
with women singing dirges (neniae) and crying out with 
sorrow (eiulatio, lessus), and men groaning (gemitus) 
(Virgil Aen. 2.487–488, 4.337–338, 6.220, 9.499; Stat. Silv. 
2.6.5; Šterbenc Erker, 2011, p.44; Hope, 2019, pp.61–2). 
Regardless of prescription, ancient authors describe 
the oral manifestations of grief as indistinguishable 
between men and women, particularly in a large crowd 
of the common people who were expected to join 
in the public components of the funeral (Apul. Met. 
8.7; Lucian Luct. 12–13; Tac. Ann. 3.1.5; Šterbenc Erker, 
2011, pp.44–5). The actors hired to wear the imagines 
of a family’s ancestors did not just appear in masks 
and the clothing of the highest office an individual 
achieved, but also assumed the physical characteristics 
or movements of the deceased, what Geoffrey Sumi 
refers to as a ‘funerary mime’ ( 2002 pp.559–61; Diod. 
Sic. 31.25.2). This seems to evolve over the years from 
Republic to Empire, and by the time of the emperor 
Vespasian’s death in 79 CE, the mime impersonating 
the deceased also spoke, changing the role from 
mute and sombre to vocal and light-hearted (Sumi, 
2002, p.574). Suetonius relays the story of Vespasian’s 
impersonator asking the cost of the funeral, and upon 
hearing it, suggests a lesser sum could have been paid 
and the remains of the emperor thrown in the Tiber 
(Vesp. 19.2). This is presented as a display of Vespasian’s 
character, demonstrating both his wit and his frugality 
(Sumi, 2002, p.565). Comic dancers (sicinnis, who 
were also associated with games) were in attendance, 
along with musicians, particularly flautists (Dion. Hal. 

Ant. Rom.7.72.12; Flower, 1996, p.105; Gisborne, 2005, 
p.244).4 In essence, the funeral could range markedly 
from a solemn display of pietas by grief-stricken 
relatives, to a festive party with elements of self-parody 
and hilarity (Flower, 1996, p.106). In all likelihood, the 
less distinguished aspects of the funeral may have had 
an apotropaic quality that not only lent protection 
against jealousy evoked by the display of wealth and 
status, but also formed part of the standard rituals 
associated with death and purification (Sumi, 2002, 
p.581).

As for the procession itself, it was only one of the 
many performed movements that permeated Roman 
culture, ranging from the daily escorted walking of 
leading men on their way to the Forum to the three 
major pompae: triumphis (triumph), circensis (circus), 
and funus (funeral) (Östenberg, 2015, p.15). There were 
many parallels with other processions, particularly 
the triumph, which could have significant overlap 
with the funeral procession if the deceased had had 
a successful military career (Bodel, 1999, p.261). It 
was not uncommon for the same props designed for 
military triumphs such as floats with exhibits, weapons, 
and even the veteran soldiers, to be re-used in funeral 
processions (App. B Civ. 1.105–6; Flower, 1996, p.109).5  
There was an element of public entertainment in 
the funeral procession, just as there was in those for 
a triumph or games, comic elements to lighten the 
mood, music, and play acting (Flower, 1996, p.106). 
This is, as Harriet Flower suggests, an understandable 
development, since by the late Republican period 
each of the three major processions had absorbed 
elements of the others, with every procession offering 
‘a full pageant of Roman history accompanied by 
various entertainments’ (Flower, 1996, p.107). Funeral 
processions were so popular that there was even 
one held for a raven during the reign of Tiberius 
(Pliny HN 10.43; Bodel, 1999, p.262). It is unsurprising, 
therefore, that a procession was ‘a ritual experienced 
holistically and performatively by Romans,’ not 
simply one of visual impact but a cumulative sensory 
experience comprising all aspects of sight, sound, and 
smell (Popkin, 2016, p.10). Order was important in 
any procession, but especially in the funeral where 
ancestors walked in diachronic sequence, giving a visual 
form to the family line. This same order was used in 

4 Livy (9.30.5) reports a backlog of funerals occurring in 
311 BCE after flautists went on strike, suggesting that they 
were considered a necessary component of the event. See 
Mugnari & Wyslucha in this issue.

5 In the Consolatio ad Marciam 3.1 Seneca refers to the 
funeral of Drusus as ‘very much like a triumph.’
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positioning on the rostra and for the orations, starting 
with the most distant ancestor and moving forward 
chronologically (Östenberg, 2015, p.21). The procession 
functioned as a means to illustrate, and thus define, the 
interconnectedness of ancestors, Roman citizens, and 
the living family (Flower 1996, p.104). For the funeral 
procession of leading men, there was a parallel in the 
manner in which public life was entered and death was 
celebrated, in the form of the escorted walk from the 
house to the Forum, which Ida Östenberg suggests 
demonstrates an ‘interactive symbolic play between the 
morning walk and the funeral’ (2015, pp.19–20).

Funeral processions (in any city) began at the house 
of the deceased, where relatives, friends, actors wearing 
imagines, musicians, dancers, and professional mourners 
would assemble before moving to the Forum by torch 
light (Cic. De. Or. 2.341; Leg. 2.61; Flower, 1996, pp.92–3; 
Gisborne, 2005, p.116).6 The ancestors of the family 
appeared dressed in garb deemed correct for the 
highest office held in life, complete with lictors and 
any other appropriate symbols of office. Any member 
of the family or friend accompanying the dead would 
appear in mourning garb, either reversing their toga 
so to render the purple border of office invisible, or in 
dark colours. Further alterations to appearance such as 
dirtying clothing or leaving the hair or body unwashed 
could occur (Hope, 2017, p.91). Lictors wore black and 
carried the fasces in reverse (Hor. Epist. 1.7.5; Tac. Ann. 
3.2; Flower, 1996, p.102). The deceased was carried on 
a lectus vitalis, a funeral couch. How exactly this was 
conveyed was likely dependent on financial abilities 
and office, since only magistrates could use a wheeled 
vehicle in the city during the day. Upon entering the 
Forum, the pompa funebris crossed the central open 
space to the rostra, where the deceased was put on 
display, and various family members (alive and dead) 
took their place in the prescribed order, facing the 
crowd of mourners and onlookers from a row of ivory 
chairs (Favro & Johanson, 2010, p.16). Here, the heir 
to the deceased would give the laudatio, the funeral 
speech, that would incorporate venerable deeds of 
ancestors as well as of the recently departed. This 
act, of a eulogy delivered from the rostra in the heart 
of the city, was reserved for the most outstanding of 
individuals. For most, even if their funeral procession 
transversed the civic centre of the city, the funeral 
speech would be given at the grave side (Ramage, 2006, 
p.40). Speeches concluded, the funeral procession 
would exit the city for cremation or immediate burial, 

6 Torches were used in funerals regardless of time of day. 
See Ochs (1993, p.90) on the significance of fire as part of 
the rhetoric surrounding death.

typically only in the presence of family and close friends. 
There is little evidence as to when this would occur 
during the day, but it has been estimated most were 
begun by mid-morning to allow for completion of the 
funeral rites before daylight was lost (Plut. Sull. 38; Favro 
& Johanson, 2010, p.36, n.84).

Our best surviving archaeological evidence for a 
funeral procession is a late Republican relief from 
Amiternum (Fig. 8.1). Arranged in multiple stacked 
registers in order to show the linear progression of 
the procession, the relief depicts flautists, horn players, 
and professional mourners holding torches walking 
in front of the funeral couch on which the deceased 
(or an effigy thereof) is propped up on his left elbow 
facing the viewer. A dissignator with his right hand on 
a litter pole directs the eight men carrying the couch, 
who are followed by nine mourners, the last of which 
is a male attendant carrying a palm frond and a pail of 
incense (Bodel, 1999, pp.264–5; Flower, 1996, pp.98–9; 
Toynbee, 1971, pp.46–7). The relief from the Tomb 
of the Haterii of the late first century CE, although it 
depicts the funeral rituals that took place in the home 
in the form of the collocatio (calling the name of the 
dead) and lying in state before the funeral procession 
began, presents similar numbers of attendants and 
mourners, including the ongoing presence of musicians, 
demonstrating relatively corroborative evidence for 
funeral rites (Flower, 1996, pp.93–4). More to the point, 
however, the Amiternum relief originates outside of the 
city of Rome and depicts a funeral procession without 
the use of imagines (Bodel, 1999, p.265; Flower, 1996, 
p.98). This indicates that funeral processions were not 
exclusive to Rome, nor to the very elite with long and 
distinct lineages, but were in fact available to a much 
wider sector of society even if one did not desire such 
a spectacle.7 

There are very few specific details left by ancient 
authors regarding the precise route of a funeral 
procession, whether in Rome or elsewhere, particularly 
before the Forum itself was entered by the deceased. 
One of the primary reasons for this is that the 
procession would have originated in the family home 
and continued through the city to the Forum before 
heading to the family tomb, located beyond the city 
walls. For each family then, the route would per force 
be different, and at least partly determined by the 
location of the house in relation to the Forum and 
then the ancestral sepulchre (Gisborne, 2005, p.278). 

7 For discussion on the inhabitants of the tomb the 
Amiternum relief likely belonged to see Hughes (2005). 
Propertius famously states that he wants no procession, 
trumpets, or corpse on a couch when he dies (2.13.17–20).
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One purpose of the procession was to gather a crowd 
of onlookers, engaging the passers-by, prior to the 
oration in the Forum, in order to display the status 
of the family. In Rome, where many aristocrats lived 
in streets around the Forum or on the Palatine Hill, 
most processions must have begun only a few hundred 
metres from the rostra; thus, processions must have 
diverted down side streets or taken an indirect route 
as a means of extending the pageantry and attracting 
more participants (Favro & Johanson, 2010, p.16; 
Gisborne, 2005, p.70): the more circuitous the route, 
the better. Additional factors such as structures to 
which the family was associated such as a temple or 
honorific statue could be included in the procession, 
altering the route further. Diane Favro has stated, in 
regards to the military triumph:

Each triumphator designed his parade to provide 
the greatest propagandistic benefit for his 
personal agenda. For example, he might direct 
the parade to pass by a monument erected 
by his family or himself. Due to this variability, 
the improvised street formed by the triumphal 
parade remained always new and vital, redefined 
periodically with each ceremonial event.

(1994, p.157)

There is no reason to conclude this was any 
different for the pompa funebris, and indeed, the sole 
surviving textual evidence for a processional route 
is one that is specific to a family for this precise 

Figure 8.1: Amiternum Relief, late first century BCE, showing a Roman funeral procession, Museo Nazionale d’Abruzzo, L’Aquila, 
Italy. (Copyright Creative Commons)

reason. After his death in 183 BCE, the wax mask of 
Scipio Africanus was placed in the Temple of Jupiter 
on the Capitoline Hill. From that point on, a funeral 
procession for any member of the Cornellii family 
would proceed from their house near the Forum to 
the temple in order to collect this mask before moving 
back into the Forum (Val. Max. 8.15.1–2; Flower, 1996, 
p.98; Favro & Johanson, 2010, p.18). This no doubt 
had a substantial impact on the public perception of 
the family, as onlookers watched them visit the most 
important temple in the Roman world to retrieve 
one of their ancestors. Further alterations to these 
associations could be made during a funeral procession 
by passing through an ancestor’s triumphal arch, or 
past a temple or other building dedicated by a relative, 
allowing each procession to be ‘tailored to suit the 
individual’ (Gisborne, 2005, pp.71–2). In essence, by 
including secondary locations of importance as part of 
the processional route, multiple sites are linked into 
a virtual map that illustrated a family’s topographic 
network across the city (Iara, 2015, p.127).

Favro and Christopher Johanson were amongst the 
first scholars to consider the experience and route of 
the pompa funebris in Rome, making use of interactive 
and immersive digital models to do so (2010). In 
addition to a precise route, they consider how the 
funeral procession would be seen and heard from a 
distance, the sight and smell of smoke, the sound of 
music and chanting, and the various static and kinetic 
viewpoints available to the observer along the route 



OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 10, SUMMER 2021 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

151

and in the Forum itself (Favro & Johanson, 2010, p.22). 
The impact on the city and the populace was ever-
changing as the procession moved through the city, 
taking up space and generating noise (Flower, 1996, 
p.98). The landscape and the soundscape intersected: 
‘The acoustical volume, and experience of this by those 
present, would have been affected by both the built 
and natural environment: factors such as the width of 
the streets, the height of buildings, the weather and 
the seasons’ (Hope, 2019, p.73). Funeral processions, 
whether they included a rostra-based oration or not 
moved through the Forum, which was the busiest 
part of any Roman city, and would have undoubtedly 
caught the attention of anyone nearby.8 The mere fact 
that a procession was not enclosed in any building, 
but open and moving through the city made it more 
accessible to larger numbers of people from different 
locations.9 It invited participation from all, regardless 
of status or origin. Multiple ancient authors refer 
to the participation of all kinds of people, men and 
women, all classes, from every part of the city, joining in 
processions and escorted walks, for various purposes 
(Livy 38.50.10; Cic. Pis. 52; Suet. Calig. 4; Östenberg, 
2015, p.18). Not only did the people serve as witnesses 
of a procession, thus embedding a specific event in the 
collective memory, but they could also influence the 
tone and direction of such an event (Gisborne 2005, 
p.247). Caesar’s funeral, for example, was attended by 
such a crowd that all order and the planned route were 
lost, with the crowd moving from the Forum to the 
Campus Martius for cremation by all available roads 
(Suet. Iul. 84.1–2; Östenberg, 2015, p.21).

Away from the capital, it becomes more difficult to 
determine potential routes for funeral processions, 
in part because there is even less literary evidence 
than for the city of Rome, and with the exception of 
Pompeii, in few places enough of both the cityscape 
and funerary architecture remain to be able to plot 
a path. In Pompeii, the evidence is archaeological and 
epigraphic in nature, but even so, has limitations. The 
difficulty inherent in identifying the route of a funeral 
procession, whether in Rome or Pompeii, lies in the 
ability to identify both the house and the tomb of 
any specific individual. Although today many houses 
in Pompeii bear the names of prominent Pompeians, 
the means by which ownership has been identified is 
often quite circumstantial, based on names found in 

8 In Cic. De. Or. 2.225 Crassus points out the disruption to 
a trial caused by a procession; Horace complains about the 
traffic caused by a funeral (Sat. 1.6.42–4).

9 Gisborne (2005, p.4) compares this, I think accurately, to 
the street-side viewers of a race in the Tour de France.

electoral programmata on the façade of a domus, or 
on portable items such as seals.10 One such example 
which demonstrates how problematic this can be is the 
House of Paquius Proculus, which is also known as the 
House of Cuspius Pansa (I.7.1) because programmata 
for both men were found on the exterior of the 
property. For the same reason, the name Pansa is also 
associated with another house (VI.6.1) which is shared 
in attribution with Gnaeus Alleius Nigidius Maius. The 
result of this is that there are only two men for whom 
we have tombs that have had their houses identified 
with some authority. However, there are other 
individuals, both men and women, for whom there is 
funerary or other epigraphic evidence that suggests 
they may have possessed the status that could have 
predicated an elaborate pompa funebris.

Whilst all funeral processions took place in the 
public eye, accessible to anyone and everyone, a public 
funeral was one that was paid for and organised by the 
state, and is therefore the most conclusive evidence 
indicating an individual would have a large funeral 
procession. The earliest evidence of a public funeral 
in Rome is that of Sulla in 78 BCE, but after his death 
the practice became common for most members of 
aristocratic families (Plut. Publicola 23.2; Fabius Maximus 
27.2; Livy 2.16.7, 2.33.10–11, 3.18.11; Pliny HN 21.10; 
App. B Civ. 1.105; Flower, 1996, pp.96, 101). Organised 
by a magistrate rather than the family, a public funeral 
was more elaborate as the state was not beholden 
to the same luxury laws as private citizens (Dion. Hal. 
Ant. Rom. 6.96; Val. Max. 5.1.1c; Flower, 1996, p.101; 
Gisborne, 2005, p.61). In Pompeii, the evidence for any 
kind of public funeral is limited to one attestation, in 
the form of the funerary epitaph of Arellia Tertulla (NSA 
1910, 405):11 

[A]relliae N(umeri) f(iliae) Tertullae / Vei Frontonis. 
Huic decurion(es) / locum sepulturae
post mortem / dederunt et funus ex p(ecunia) 
p(ublica) / decre[verunt].

To Arellia Tertulla, daughter of Numerius, (wife) 
of Veius Fronto. To her the decurions gave the 
place for burial and a funeral with public money 
by decree after her death.

10 This is largely the approach taken by the primary attempt 
of identifying houses undertaken by Matteo Della Corte 
(1965), which, despite being discredited by current scholars, 
is still used due to lack of a subsequent study.

11 For more information on the tomb see Campbell (2015, 
pp.41, 49–51, 74, 94–5, 97–8, 104, 155, 203–5, 300, 302, 320–
2).
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It is not unusual for women of aristocratic families 
to be given public funerals (Cic. De or. 2.11; Suet Calig. 
10; Livy 5.50.7; Tac. Ann. 3.76). Caesar delivered a 
laudatio for his wife and aunt in 67 BCE from the rostra, 
for which the people of Rome viewed him as ‘a gentle 
person and one of high character’ (Suet. Iul. 6; Plut. Caes. 
5.4–5; Ramage, 2006, p.48). Undoubtedly this was a 
means to greater political ends, as he used the speech 
to outline his ancestry and to provide lineage to the 
gods. As Suetonius records (Iul. 6.1):

When quaestor, he pronounced the customary 
orations from the rostra in praise of his aunt Julia 
and his wife Cornelia, who had both died. And in 
the eulogy of his aunt he spoke in the following 
terms of her paternal and maternal ancestry and 
that of his own father: ‘The family of my aunt 
Julia is descended by her mother from the kings, 
and on her father’s side is akin to the immortal 
Gods; for the Marcii Reges (her mother’s family 
name) go back to Ancus Marcius, and the Julii, the 
family of which ours is a branch, to Venus. Our 
stock therefore has at once the sanctity of kings, 
whose power is supreme among mortal men, 
and the claim to reverence which attaches to the 
Gods, who hold sway over kings themselves.’

The husband of Arellia Tertulla was making the same 
political power play as Caesar, but it is impossible to 
determine his identity with any certainty, since due 
to issues of nomenclature, there are two different 
men within the Veii family who could have been the 
husband responsible for the monument (Campbell, 
2015, p.56, n.48). As there is no further information 
about Arellia Tertulla, nor any identifiable location for 
a house belonging to her or any of the Veii, it can only 
be speculated that a full pompa funebris was held in her 
honour.

There are, however, five individuals to whom public 
funds are awarded as a contribution to the cost of 
their funeral (Campbell, 2015, p.97). Although this was 
certainly an honour, as in each case it is specified in 
their epitaph, it does not have the same distinction as 
a public funeral. Two of these individuals were aediles, 
one was a woman of unknown status, and two served 
the higher magisterial office of duovir. The two aediles, 
Titus Terentius Felix and Caius Vestorius Priscus (Fig. 
8.2), and the woman, Septumia, were awarded the same 
sum of two thousand sesterces, which seems to be the 
standard contribution.12

12 For more information on these tombs see Campbell 
(2015, pp.39, 41–4, 46–7, 56, 58, 62, 64, 69–70, 75, 85–6, 94, 
97–8, 104–5, 133, 137, 191, 197–8, 201–5, 318–22).

CIL X 1019

T(ito) Terentio T(iti) f(ilio) Men(enia tribu) / Felici 
Maiori aedil(i). / Huic publice locus / datus et        
HS (duo milia) / Fabia Probi f(ilia) Sabina uxor.

To Titus Terrentius Felix maior; son of Titus, of 
the Menenian tribe; aedile. He was given this 
place and two thousand sesterces by the people. 
Fabia Sabina, daughter of Probus, wife.

AE 1913: 71

Septumiae L(uci) f(iliae) / d(ecreto) d(ecurionum) / 
locus sepulturae publice / datus et in funere HS (duo 
milia). / Antistia P(ubli) f(ilia) Prima filia / fecit.

To Septumia, daughter of Lucius, by decree of 
the decurions she was given publicly a place 
for burial and two thousand sesterces for her 
funeral. Antistia Prima, daughter of Publius, her 
daughter, made this.

AE 1911: 72 = AE 1913: 70

C(aio) Vestorio Prisco aedil(i). / Vixit annis XXII. / 
Locus sepulturae datus et in / funere HS (duo milia) 
/ d(ecreto) d(ecurionum). / Mulvia Prisca mater 
p(ecunia) s(ua).

To Gaius Vestorius Priscus, aedile. He lived 
twenty-two years. The place of the burial and 
two thousand sesterces for the funeral were 
given by decree of the decurions. Mulvia Prisca, 
his mother, paid (for this) with her own money.

That there was public contribution to funerals, even 
though not the entire sum was covered, could suggest 
a more public spectacle was expected at the time of 
death. The epitaph of Vestorius Priscus reiterates this, as 
his mother Mulvia Prisca specifically states that she paid 
for the tomb herself, thereby indicating that the public 
funds were used for components of the funeral such as 
a procession, not the construction of the monument. 
Unfortunately, there is no further evidence for any 
of these individuals. But the fourth person to receive 
two thousand sesterces from the city for the cost of 
his funeral is another matter entirely, since he is one 
of the only inhabitants of Pompeii whose residence 
is unequivocally identified. Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, 
duovir and famed garum manufacturer, had a large 
house located in the Insula Occidentalis (VII.16.12–16) 
to the northeast of the Forum, overlooking the sea. 
It was thanks to his role as one of the most prolific 
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Figure 8.2: The funerary inscription of Caius Vestorius Priscus, Porta del Vesuvio, Pompeii. (Photo: the author with permission 
of the Soprintendenza speciale per i Beni archeologici di Napoli e Pompei)

garum producers in the first century CE that his house 
was easy to find: surrounding the impluvium of the 
house is an unusual black-and-white mosaic that depicts 
the small jars that contained garum, complete with 
inscriptions naming the contents and manufacturer (Fig. 
8.3) (Curtis, 1984).

His tomb is a few minutes’ walk from his house, 
outside the Herculaneum Gate.13

CIL X 1024 = ILS 6366

A(ulo) Umbricio A(uli) f(ilio) Men(enia tribu) / 
Scauro / IIvir(o) i(ure) d(icundo). / Huic decuriones 
locum monum(enti) / et HS (duo milia) in funere 
et statuam equestr(em) / [in f]oro ponendam 
censuerunt. / Scaurus pater filio.

To Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, son of Aulus, of 
the Menenian tribe, duovir with judicial powers. 
The decurions decreed him the space for this 
monument and two thousand sesterces for the 
funeral and an equestrian statue to be erected in 
the Forum. Scaurus senior, for his son.

13 For more on the tomb, and the misplaced funerary 
inscription, see Campbell (2010; 2015, pp. 39, 42, 45, 47, 64, 
85–6, 93, 97–8, 163–4, 181, 304–5).

The inscription states that an equestrian statue was 
awarded to him in addition to money for the funeral, 
but no trace of it remains. The only other location in 
Pompeii that can be tied to Umbricius Scaurus is a 
shop, believed to be the main centre for distribution of 
his garum within the city (Curtis, 1979). Located in the 
southeast sector of the city (I.12.8), including the shop 
in a funeral procession would allow for a longer and 
more circuitous route, providing greater opportunities 
for visibility and increasing the number of participants. 
This route would, for the most part, make use of 
broader streets within the city grid, the majority of 
which have been shown to be used by two-way traffic 
throughout the Roman period of Pompeii (80 BCE–79 
CE).14

Leaving the house of Aulus Umbricius Scaurus (Fig. 
8.4), the funeral procession would head east on the 
Via delle Terme / Via della Fortuna. Running parallel 

14 For determining traffic patterns, I have relied as much 
as possible on the conclusions of Eric E. Poehler (2017). 
He shows that in all periods major internal roads and 
those leading to the city gates, including the Via Consolare, 
Via Terme/Fortuna, Via Stabiana/Vesuvio, Via di Nola, Via 
dell’Abbondanza, Via di Nocera, and the Via del Foro/
Mercurio, supported two-way traffic systems (2017, pp.172–
3, figs.6.5–6.8).
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Figure 8.3: Mosaic urceus from the impluvium of the House 
of Aulus Umbricius Scaurus. The inscription states G(ari) 
F(los) Sco(mbri) Scauri Ex Offi(ci)na Scauri (‘The flower of 
garum, made from mackerel, a product of Scaurus, from the 
shop of Scaurus.’) MANN inv. 15190. (Photo: the author 
with permission of the Soprintendenza speciale per i Beni 
archeologici di Napoli e Pompei)

to the northern end of the Forum, past the Forum 
Baths and a number of large houses on the border of 
Region VI, the noise of the mourners and musicians 
would have immediately attracted the attention of 
those in the area and beyond. Smoke from the torches 
and incense would have drifted on the air ahead of 
the party, contributing to the sensory cues that would 
alert those further away before the procession was 
seen (Hope 2017, p.92). Turning south on the Via 
Stabiana, the cardo maximus of Pompeii, one can imagine 
residents coming to the door at the sound of the 
clamour, either watching the procession stream pass 
or joining in. From there, it would proceed east on the 
Via dell’Abbondanza, before turning south again on the 
first available southbound street leading to the Via di 
Castricio, which would take the growing group past 
the garum shop (Poehler, 2017, p.166). This would be 
the most constricted area, narrower and necessitating 
more turning back and forth, than at any other point 
along the route. At this point, the procession might 
have become scattered to accommodate crowds and 
spectators, using the streets around the garum shop 
as a network of public spaces in which they could 
move about freely. This use of nodal spaces, such as 
open areas on corners or large entryways rather 
than remaining in one street, would provide the 
space needed (Popkin, 2016, pp.24, 45). The purpose 
of including the garum shop in the procession route 
was largely symbolic: emphasising the success of the 
deceased’s family, whilst simultaneously providing 
greater potential for display. From there, the procession 
would turn north again to the Via dell’Abbondanza by 
way of the Via di Nocera and then west back to the 
Forum for the funeral oration. Where exactly in the 
Forum this would be held is unclear, as unlike Rome, 
Pompeii did not have a dedicated rostra. There was a 
speaker’s platform in the Comitium at the south end 
of the Forum which is the most likely spot for a contio 
(public speech) of any kind – political or funerary – to 
be held. If not, an alternate location could have been 
near the equestrian statue of Umbricius Scaurus, once 
it had been built.15 At the conclusion of the laudatio, in 
which the virtues and achievements of the family would 
have been extolled, the remainder of the procession 
would have moved north out of the city along the 
Via Consulare, potentially passing Scaurus’ house 

15 As mentioned above, no archaeological trace of the 
equestrian statue included in his epitaph has ever been 
identified. If it had not yet been erected at the time of 
Scaurus’ funeral, it may not have been visited in the context 
of his procession but would be included in the route of any 
descendants.
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Figure 8.4: Map indicating potential route for the funeral procession of Aulus Umbricius Scaurus. The focal points of his house 
(1), garum shop (2), the Forum (3), and tomb (4) are indicated. (Map by Eric Poehler)

once again, on the way to the necropolis outside the 
Herculaneum Gate. Here, the body of the deceased 
would have been cremated in an ustrinum before the 
ashes were deposited within the tomb, concluding the 
events of the day.16

Marcus Obellius Firmus is another good candidate 
for determining the route of his funeral procession. 
Like those already mentioned, he too received public 
money towards the cost of his funeral, but the gifts 
bestowed upon him exceed all others (De Franciscis, 
1976).17

M(arco) Obellio M(arci) f(ilio) Firmo aedili / IIvir(o) 
i(ure) d(icundo) huic decuriones loc(um) / sepulturae 
et in funer(ibus) (sestertium) (quinque milia) 
censuer(unt) Pagani / thuris p(ondera) XXX et 

16 Many cities, including Pompeii, had permanent public 
ustrinum for use as funeral pyres, see Noy (2000) and 
Campbell (2015, pp. 42, 188, 205, 207, 220, 278, 298).

17 For more information on his tomb see Campbell (2015, 
pp.42, 85, 94, 97–8, 206–7, 282, 335).

clupeum ministr(i) eor(um) in odorib(us) HS (mille) 
et clupeum.

To Marcus Obellius Firmus, son of Marcus, 
aedile, duovir with judicial powers to whom 
the decurions gave this place for burial and five 
thousand sesterces for the funeral and the pagani 
gave thirty pounds of incense and a shield and 
the ministers gave one thousand sesterces for 
scents and a shield.

In addition to five thousand sesterces, he receives 
thirty pounds of incense (estimated to cost between 
360 and 720 sestercii), two shields of silver, and a 
further one thousand sesterces for scents from 
members of various collegia (Pliny HN 12.65; Jongman, 
1978–79, p.63). The funerary inscription strongly 
indicates a man of great esteem, although there is little 
other epigraphic evidence to support his standing. 
Regardless, Obellius Firmus was also likely to have 
had a pompa funebris when he died. Two conjoined 
houses linked to his family (IX.14.4 and IX.14.2) have 
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Figure 8.5: Map indicating potential route for the funeral procession of Marcus Obellius Firmus. The focal points of his house 
(1), the Forum (2), and tomb (3) are indicated. (Map by Eric Poehler)

been identified by Matteo Della Corte based on three 
graffiti inside the structures, and a series of electoral 
programmata on the façade of this and neighbouring 
houses (1965, pp.13ff; CIL IV 8970, 8971b, 8996, 7806, 
3829, 6621, 3828). Like Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, the 
residence and tomb of Obellius Firmus are within a 
few hundred meters of each other. With no further 
evidence concerning honorific statues or sponsored 
buildings, the funeral procession would consist of three 
focal points of his house, the Forum, and his tomb (Fig. 
8.5).

Because his house is located on the edge of the 
unexcavated portion of the site, it is impossible to 
determine which of the nearest side streets would have 
allowed the procession to travel south, but assuming 
it was possible, the most logical route would be to 
leave the residence on the Via di Nola, head south to 
the Via dell’Abbondanza, turning west towards the 
Forum, before completing a large loop by exiting the 
north end of the Forum onto the Via del Fortuna, and 
continuing east to the tomb site on the Via di Nola, 

passing his house again on the way out of the city. 
Processing down the Via dell’Abbondanza must have 
been a desirable route: with so many shops and bars 
lining the streets, the potential for an audience and new 
recruits to the procession would have been high. It is 
easy to imagine patrons of one of the cauponae (inns) 
after a few cups of wine, eagerly and vocally joining 
in with the musicians and mimes leading the way. The 
funeral procession was, after all, a common occurrence 
that would have been regularly witnessed by the 
populace and as such, became part of learned religious 
knowledge, both distal through observation and 
proximal through personal engagement (see Graham in 
this issue). 

Beyond these examples, there is not enough extant 
evidence to project routes for other residents of 
Pompeii who are likely candidates of an elaborate 
pompa funebris. At best, specific locations of importance 
can be identified as nodal points that would determine 
part of the route. Eumachia, the great benefactress 
of the building in the Forum that bears her name, 
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Figure 8.6: Map indicating locations to be included in the processional routes of Eumachia and Marcus Tullius. The focal points 
of the Temple of Venus (1), the Building of Eumachia (2), the Tomb of Eumachia (3), the Temple of Fortuna Augusta (4), and the 
Tomb of Marcus Tullius (5) are indicated. (Map by Eric Poehler)

was a public priestess (most probably of Venus, the 
patron deity of Pompeii), and had the largest tomb 
in the city outside of the Noceran Gate (CIL X 810 
= ILS 3785 = AE 2001: 793).18 Her funeral procession 
would have thus ranged all over the city, from the 
unknown location of her house to the Temple of Venus, 
through the Forum, and down the length of the Via 
dell’Abbondanza before leaving the city on the Via di 
Nocera. In a similar vein, Marcus Tullius, who built the 
Temple of Fortuna Augusta on his own land just north 
of the Forum (VII.4.1–2), is known from the dedicatory 
inscription on the temple and from a separate fragment 
of inscribed marble to have served in the highest 
elected offices as duovir with judicial powers three 
times, quinquennalis, and was an augur and military 
tribune of the people, and was buried in a large schola 

18 For more information on both her building and tomb see 
Campbell (2015, pp.32, 44, 49, 110, 114–19, 132–3, 143, 150, 
259, 275–9).

tomb outside the Stabian gate (CIL X 820–22).19 His 
funeral procession would have incorporated the temple 
he built as well as whatever statue or structure the 
fragmentary inscription belongs to, before exiting the 
city (Fig. 8.6).

The pompa funebris was a fundamentally important 
aspect of the rites and rituals carried out when a 
Pompeian citizen died. For the vast majority, this would 
have been a small affair comprised of family and a few 
friends, perhaps one or two hired attendants, and 
would have processed from the home via the Forum 
to a necropolis with little fanfare. For the wealthy 
and political classes, the funeral procession was based 
on the premise of demonstrating ancestry, showing 
wealth and status, and validating the family’s place in 
the hierarchy of Roman life. The funeral procession 
was multi-functional, incorporating mourning and 

19 For more information on his tomb, see Campbell (2015, 
pp.41, 49, 94–5, 101, 299–302, 306).
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grief, music and satire, and mimicry and display. Above 
all, it was a public spectacle intended to be seen and 
heard, enticing the public to become a part of the 
experience. Status and achievement, of the recently 
or long deceased, was physically incorporated into 
the procession by including significant locations into 
the route of the procession. This was also multi-
functional, not only allowing greater demonstration 
of the importance of the family, but by lengthening 
the duration of the procession, forcing the creation 
of a larger audience, and therefore, a greater level 
of participation. Reconstructing the route of any 
particular family is very difficult because they were so 
individualised, but the uniqueness of the evidence from 
Pompeii allows some attempts to be made for a few 
of the leading figures of the city for whom both tomb 
and house is identifiable. This can be taken further, 
if remaining quite speculative, in considering certain 
locations of significance to specific individuals that 
would have been incorporated in a procession’s route. 
Knowing the potential route of a pompa funebris allows 
for a greater ability to consider the full, multi-sensory 
experience of watching or participating in such an 
event. It is possible to trace the route taken, to imagine 
the throngs of people navigated when turning a corner, 
or how the sound of flutes and horns, wailing and 
chanting, would carry into the Forum, disrupting the 
day’s business as the cortege approached. This enhances 
the historian’s conception of funeral proceedings, 
permitting a greater understanding of how intertwined 
public and private, grief and laughter, and ritual and 
urban topography were for the ancient Romans, and 
indeed, the Pompeians.
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