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Feature
CARPE DIEM!:  
SECRETS OF THE DEAD SEIZES THE MODERN IMAGINATION IN MAY 
WITH PROGRAMS THAT UNRAVEL MYSTERIES ABOUT THE ANCIENT ROMANS
According to some sources, the month of May takes its name from Maiesta, the Roman goddess of honor and reverence.  This May on PBS, Thirteen/WNET New York’s SECRETS OF THE DEAD series devotes two episodes to modern investigations into ancient Roman mysteries:  Herculaneum Uncovered, premiering Wednesday, May 2 at 8 p.m. (ET) (check local listings), and Headless Romans, premiering Wednesday, May 9 at 8 p.m. (ET) (check local listings).  The following feature discusses those programs within the context of our modern world’s ongoing fascination with the ancient Romans and includes insights from experts: 
Americans are endlessly fascinated by the ancients, particularly the Romans with their depraved emperors and fierce gladiators, luxurious baths and opulent feasts.  They are the true immortals, imagined and re-invented again and again in our popular culture, characterized by their gluttonous appetite for food, wine, sex, spectacle, and blood.   


From toga parties to Roman-themed restaurants like Cave Canem, which operated out of a former bath house in New York City in the 1990s, to Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas, Americans want to do as the Romans did or, at least, experience their era vicariously.  In 1977, millions of Americans watched 13 episodes of I, Claudius on Masterpiece Theatre and today that groundbreaking series remains a cult classic.  What entices us so about that stuttering emperor and his ilk?  Do we see ourselves mirrored in the antics of the ancient Romans?  Is the ultimate decline of an imperialist autocracy and erstwhile republic a cautionary tale for our own times?    


In the 2001 essay collection Imperial Projections: Ancient Rome in Modern Popular Culture, Margaret Malamud and Donald T. McGuire Jr. point to the prevalence of Hollywood films set during the period, citing Anthony Mann’s The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964), among others.  “In Mann’s film, the Romans themselves, not the barbarians, are responsible for the fall of Rome,” they explain. 


“The films and their audiences drew parallels between the excesses and ills of contemporary American society and those of ancient Rome.  What captured the popular imagination was the image of a civilization that destroyed itself through corruption, intrigue, and political and moral decline.”


In May, two Secrets of the Dead episodes combine the best elements of dramatic storytelling with the latest investigative technology to discover the truth behind two intriguing Roman-era mysteries.  Professor Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, who appears in both films, believes that interest in the ancient Romans persists because “our world, too, is only a phase, and despite all its great achievements, will end.”  


The first program, Herculaneum Uncovered, takes viewers to Italy’s bustling, picturesque Bay of Naples, where, in A.D. 79, Mount Vesuvius exploded, entombing the city of Pompeii and its doomed inhabitants in pumice and ash.  Last year, some 2.5 million tourists visited the ancient Roman city and its famous casts of bodies that suffered a slow and suffocating death. 


Just a few miles away is Herculaneum, the other, lesser-known victim of Vesuvius, where people experienced a different, more grisly death in the grip of superheated pyroclastic flows from the volcano.  Those flows transformed the living, breathing city of Herculaneum into an astonishing time capsule that is even better preserved than Pompeii.  Secrets of the Dead documents Dr. Wallace-Hadrill’s conservation efforts and explores how people lived – and the shocking way they died – in Herculaneum.  


Next, Headless Romans follows forensic investigators examine dozens of Roman-era skeletons unearthed in York, England.  They were discovered recently, posed in a gruesome tableau of violent death, their heads hacked off and placed at their feet or in other odd places, suggesting desecration and humiliation even in death.  Were they barbarian prisoners from the wilds of Caledonia beyond the Roman border of Hadrian’s Wall?  Were they soldiers killed in battle or executed for crimes against Rome?  The surprising answer comes from a combination of forensic and archaeological evidence and ancient Roman accounts, and involves rivalry and revenge over the imperial throne.  


If there is a caveat common to these two unsettling stories, perhaps it can be found in the words of the Roman poet Horace:  Carpe diem! – Seize the day!  It’s more precious and fleeting than you think.
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