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The circulation of traffic in Pompeii’s Regio VI
Eric E. Poehler

Streets are one of the principal components in the structure and organization of cittes, vet as
a specific object of inquiry they have been under-appreciated and understudied. The secenes of
street hife depicted by authors such as Juvenal and Horace are well known, but archaeclogical
evidence has rarely been marshalled in the same way that evidence for housing' has been in
order ko compare it to the writings of Fliny and Vitruvius. Even at Pompel, where ruts have an
almost iconic statug, the streets have been largely overlocked and the traffic that plied them
largely ignored. A rare exception was the pioneering study published in 1991 by S, Tsujimura,
who detailed the depth of ruts on every slreet and the evidence they offer for the movement of
vehicles. Despite (he novelty of her approach and the richness of the data she collected, her
article has not inspired further research on the organization of Pompeit's trafic, even though a
few scholars would atternpt to cmploy her findings, A focused exarnination of the actual
ciculation of traffic can offer new insights inte the town as a dynamic, forctioning whale,
tather than a collecthion of disarticulated parts.

Shreet as an abjet of inquiry

What can & study of streets and tratfic tcll us about an ancient town? Those schaolars who
have used the street as a unit of analysis have attempted either to extract 2 view of Roman
soctety and its values or to determine the particular character of Pompeii’s built environment,
tts ‘urban fabric’. Most notable is the work of R Laurence and A Wallace-Hadrill published in
the 1990s. Laurence™s dissechion of Pompeian streets inbo stalistical chusters of use, based upon
the frequency of doorways and painted messages, setved to illustrate some fundamoental but not
yet fully articulated ideas about the organization and use of the urban space.? Cument scholar-
ship is still mfluenced by Laurence’s research model; a case in peint is A. Kaiser who has
explored through statistical analysis and the use of Geographic Information Systems the social
fabric of Roman cities as it draped over the urban design.’ Wallace-Hadnll's earlier research
on houses in Pompeii was alse quantitatively minded, a perspective whach he partly preserved
in hiz examination of a2 stretch of the via dell’Abbondanza, Bolstered by reference to ancient
sources, he tied the absence of traffic to the absence of morally suspect eslablishments such as
inns and taverns. “Roman ideology”, he asserted, could be seen “inscdbed on the ground, down 1o
the wheel-ruts in the paving stontes”. 5till, it was the ideclogy and not the ruts that were in
question.

The paradigm advanced by Laurence and Wallace-Hadrill, of using the built environment
to explore the social character of Pompeti, has had a strong influence vpon other tesearchers. J.
Harnett and 5. . R Ellis, for example, are concerned with the physical interaction ofi the
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