On the Mystery Surrounding the Villa of the Mysteries - Abstract
	Since the ancient city of Pompeii was buried under the ashes of the Vesuvius eruption in 79 CE, it deservedly serves today as one of the most important archaeological sites regarding Roman history. One of the most famous villas in Pompeii is the so-called Villa of the Mysteries, taking its name from an enigmatic megalographia, found across three walls of a room in the villa. The subject matter of the megalographia has been the subject of great debate since its discovery in 1909 by Amedeo Maiuri (Berry 2007). The purpose of this paper is to investigate the theories surrounding the fresco in the Villa of the Mysteries and take a stance as to which theory is supported by the most compelling evidence. 
	The readings of the fresco vary tremendously, and thus my research will compare and contrast the different interpretations. It has now been more than a century since the villa was discovered, and that is more than enough time for a great plethora of theories to be developed. I will first look into all the possible explanations impartially, and then I also intend to conduct my very own examination of the iconographic evidence. My ultimate goal is to arrange a novel well-structured argument regarding the subject matter and purpose of the megalographia based on convincing evidence and to also examine why some evidence is of high value.  
	A prominent theory that I will be exploring is one claiming that the fresco depicts an initiation to the god Dionysus. I plan to look into ancient sources associated with the cult of Dionysus, such as Euripides' Bacchae, the Orphic Gold Tablets and also The Library of Pseudo-Apollodorus. The reason for this is to gather clues about the Dionysiac cult that are translated into images on the fresco in the Villa of the Mysteries, thus supporting the theories wanting the fresco to be associated with Dionysiac rites. I will also be exploring modern scholarship supporting this notion, by looking into papers on the Villa by scholars such as Karl Lehman and Martin P. Nilson, and also, in papers stating that this is a scene directly pertaining to an initiation to the Dionysiac mysteries, picturing perhaps a myth related with Dionysus, such as his marriage to Ariadne (Lill, 2011). 
	Other theories that I will include in my research are some based on the location of the room where the megalographia was found in. Interestingly, the particular room is not easily accessible; in fact it is the "most secluded corner of the mansion" (Little, 1972). This detail sparked theories supporting that the fresco had a decorative purpose, whether for a room serving as a private place of worship, or for room that served as the bridal suite of the villa. In fact, the theory that the fresco relates to the marriage rite in general, which is "symbolically represented by Dionysus and Ariadne" is one of the most dominant and well accepted theories at the present time (Lill 2011) and will be discussed very thoroughly in this paper. In one of the case studies about the villa, it is also said that even the total number of the figures might have something to do with the meaning of the fresco; Alan Little argues that since there are fourteen human figures and fourteen fantastical figures, maybe the megalographia had a social meaning, to stimulate religious imagination in ordinary humans. 
	To my understanding one can never be absolutely certain about the meaning and purpose of the megalographia in the Villa of the Mysteries, unless there is a literary source discovered at some point related to it. The meaning of this work of art is of such complexity that it could be a matter of debate even among the Romans of the 1st century CE. The reason for this is that if the purpose of the fresco was indeed mystical, it would be only those initiated in the mysteries of Dionysus that would be able to decipher the meaning of it, assuming that it pertained to the mystery of the initiation. My intention thus is not to achieve an absolute and unshakeable conclusion about the fresco, but to research and discover which theory is supported by the most persuasive evidence, and why such evidence may be considered strong. Is the evidence that piled up to compose these theories literary or simply iconographical? Is any given theory the conclusion of a single scholar or are there many scholars supporting the same theories? Which one is the most prominent theory and why? Which of the published theories is the least accepted one and why?  These are some of the questions that I plan to answer in this paper.
	To gather my sources so far, I have looked in online databases and online library catalogues, but I am also collecting material from the Library of the University of Illinois in Chicago. To conduct my own examination of the megalographia, I intend to analyze the easily accessed images of the frescoes online and also those that can be found in academic textbooks. For the purposes of my research, I am also planning to, ideally, visit Pompeii, in order to be able to have a closer look at the megalographia, as I believe that examining the fresco and the villa in person will provide me with an even greater insight and understanding. In order for my research to be as thorough, objective and inclusive as possible, I plan to collect as much of the available scholarship as there is. I aim to exhaust all of my available resources and read through as much as possible before proceeding to conducting my own investigation, and possibly developing my own theory about the mysterious room in the Villa of the Mysteries. I believe that it is pertinent to develop my research in this manner so that I will have a very thorough knowledge regarding the megalographia before proceeding to any conclusions of my own.
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