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[bookmark: _Int_YYkue629]The Necropoli di Porta Nocera at Pompeii serves as one of the most significant funerary landscapes in the Roman world, offering insight into social identity, commemorative practice, and urban organisation of a provincial town during the late Republic and early Imperial period. Located outside the Nocera Gate along the road leading south to the town of Nuceria, the necropolis formed part of Pompeii’s legally mandated extramural burial zone. Its importance lies not only in the preservation of varied funerary monuments, but also in the diversity of commemorative strategies[footnoteRef:2877], social identities, and economic realities that these tombs articulate. [2877:  Mary Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town (London: Profile Books, 2008), p. 3-6.] 

What is particularly striking is that the Porta Nocera necropolis presents a heterogeneous assemblage of tomb types, inscriptions, and burial practices. Its diversity reflects a wide social spectrum, incorporating those whose visibility in life was often limited into a lasting commemoration after death. Modern scholarship has increasingly emphasised that Roman cemeteries were not passive spaces of burial, but active environments of ritual repetition, memory construction, and ongoing engagement with the dead[footnoteRef:13170]. As such, the site provides a valuable lens through which to examine Roman attitudes to status, memory, and civic identity.  [13170:  Maureen Carroll, Spirits of the Dead: Roman Funerary Commemoration in Western Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 1-9.] 

This report critically examines the Necropoli di Porta Nocera through four interrelated lenses: (1) the historical activity at the site and its economic, social, and political contexts; (2) artistic and architectural developments within the site; (3) material culture and other physical remains; and (4) the state of preservation and modern conservation. By situating the necropolis within the urban and social framework of Pompeii, it can be shown that the Necropoli di Porta Nocera functioned not only as a burial ground, but as a dynamic space of social negotiation and self-representation. 
Historical Activity at the Site: Economic, Social, and Political Contexts
Urban Context and Development
Roman law prohibited burial within the pomerium (the sacred boundary of a city), necessitating the development of cemeteries along approach roads[footnoteRef:22906]. The Necropoli di Porta Nocera emerged as part of this extramural funerary system during the late Republican period and expanded significantly in the first century CE alongside Pompeii’s demographic and economic growth[footnoteRef:16795]. Its placement along a major road ensured visibility to travellers, reinforcing the Roman belief that remembrance depended upon public display. [22906:  J. M. C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World (London: Thames & Hudson, 1971), p. 43-47. ]  [16795:  A. D’Ambrosio and S. De Caro, Pompeii and Its Necropoleis (Naples: Electa, 1983), p. 89-94.] 

The necropolis must be understood within the broader urban history of Pompeii as a thriving commercial centre with a socially diverse population. As Beard emphasises, Pompeii was not dominated solely by a narrow elite, but by a more complex population[footnoteRef:30595] of freedmen, elites, artisans, and migrants. This diversity is more clearly reflected in the necropolis than in elite civic monuments within the city walls.  [30595:  Beard, Pompeii, p. 53-78.] 

Economic Activity and Investment
The construction and maintenance of tombs required sustained economic investment. Even relatively modest monuments involved expenditure on skilled labour, materials, inscriptions, and ritual furnishings[footnoteRef:21897], suggesting a localised funerary economy. Indeed, the presence of these modest tombs alongside more elaborate mausolea reflects varying levels of economic capacities, but also a shared cultural expectation of commemorative display. [21897:  Victoria M. Hope, Roman Death (London: Continuum, 2009), p. 87-90.] 

Tomb inscriptions frequently record occupations, particularly among freedmen[footnoteRef:15021], indicating the role of funerary monuments as vehicles for economic self-representation. This aligns with broader non-elite burial practices in which, as analysed by Graham, commemoration served as a means of asserting social legitimacy and achievement[footnoteRef:19011] in a way that may not have been fully attainable in life.  [15021:  Alison E. Cooley, Pompeii and Herculaneum: A Sourcebook, 2nd edn (London: Routledge, 2012), p. 205-10. ]  [19011:  E. J. Graham, The Burial of the Urban Poor in Italy in the Late Roman Republic and Early Empire (Oxford: BAR, 2011), p. 112-118. ] 

Social Structure and Community
Social identity is central to the interpretation of Porta Nocera. The necropolis is notable for its high proportion of freedmen, women, and children commemorated independently, sometimes even as primary indicators of tombs[footnoteRef:2528]. A clear example can be found in Tomb 22EN[footnoteRef:18703] which commemorates multiple freedpersons, with two freedwomen (Aebia Fausta and Aebia Hilara) explicitly named in the inscription alongside male family members. This challenges traditional elite-focused narratives of Roman commemoration and highlights the necropolis as one of the few arenas in which marginalised groups could negotiate and assert identity.  [2528:  D’Ambrosio and De Caro, Pompeii and Its Necropoleis, p. 101-06. ]  [18703:  D’Ambrosio and De Caro, Pompeii and Its Necropoleis, p. 101-03; Cooley, Sourcebook, p. 208-09.] 

Family structures are central to many inscriptions, emphasising kinship, marriage, and descent. The frequent commemoration of infants and young children underscores the emotional investment of families in funerary ritual and memory[footnoteRef:7346]. Such evidence aligns with Carroll’s emphasis on funerary commemoration as an ongoing relationship between the living and the dead[footnoteRef:2843], rather than a single moment of burial.  [7346:  Hope, Roman Death, p. 121-125.]  [2843:  Carroll, Spirits of the Dead, p. 66-72. ] 

Political and Ideological Dimensions
While not a political space in the formal sense, the necropolis was deeply embedded in Roman civic ideology. Funerary inscriptions frequently employ honorific language and emphasise moral virtues[footnoteRef:22134] such as pietas and virtus, thus aligning private commemoration with public values. Even those excluded from political office, like freedmen and non-elites, could engage symbolically with civic identity through funerary self-preservation.  [22134:  Toynbee, Death and Burial, p. 31-34. ] 

Moreover, the prominent placement of tombs along a public road like the Via di Nocera suggests an intentional engagement with civic space. As Hope argues, Roman burial practices relied upon visibility and repetition[footnoteRef:16675], ensuring that the dead remained present within the social consciousness of the living. In this sense, the necropolis became part of the urban landscape, contributing to a collective memory that reinforced Roman social values.  [16675:  Hope, Roman Death, p. 54-59. ] 

Artistic and Architectural Developments
Tomb Typologies 
The Necropoli di Porta Nocera exhibits a wide variety of funerary architectures, including columbaria (cremation niches), altar tombs, recinti (enclosure tombs), and small mausolea[footnoteRef:13256]. This diversity reflects both chronological development and social differentiation. [13256:  D’Ambrosio and De Caro, Pompeii and Its Necropoleis, p. 115-123.] 

Earlier tombs tend to be simpler in form, while later Imperial examples show increased monumentality and decorative complexity, corresponding with broader trends in Roman funerary architecture. Despite differences in scale, even modest tombs incorporate architectural elements drawn from public and domestic architecture, such as pilasters, mouldings, and pediments[footnoteRef:31788]. This reflects the diffusion of elite architectural features into commemorative contexts across social strata, reinforcing its cultural dimensions. [31788:  Beard, Pompeii, p. 268-271. ] 

Decorative and Visual Elements
Artistic decoration at Porta Nocera is generally restrained but symbolically rich, with painted plaster, stucco reliefs, and carved sculpture appearing in varying degrees. Common motifs include garlands, mythological references, and vegetal imagery, alluding to themes of abundance, continuity, and the afterlife[footnoteRef:25736].  [25736:  John R. Clarke, discussed in Berry, The Complete Pompeii (London: Thames & Hudson, 2012), p. 302-05. ] 

Rather than elaborate scenes, artistic evidence suggests that the emphasis lay in recognisable visual markers of Roman funerary tradition. Portraiture, where present, had a commemorative rather than naturalistic function. This supports Carroll’s argument that funerary art facilitated ritual engagement, allowing families to return repeatedly to the tomb and reaffirm bonds with the deceased[footnoteRef:1518].  [1518:  Carroll, Spirits of the Dead, p. 98-103. ] 

Epigraphy as Commemoration
Inscriptions form one of the most important communicative and artistic components within the necropolis. As Cooley’s sourcebook demonstrates, Pompeiian funerary inscriptions adhere to highly conventionalised formulae while still allowing space for individual expression[footnoteRef:25904]. Lettering style, layout, and formulaic placement contribute to visual impact and communicative power. The prominence of inscriptions highlights permanence and public communication as central components of Roman commemorative culture. [25904:  Cooley, Sourcebook, p. 198-214. ] 

Material Culture and Other Physical Remains
Burial Practices and Ritual Behaviour 
Excavation evidence from Porta Nocera reveals both cremation and inhumation practices, reflecting broader transitions in Roman funerary customs[footnoteRef:4961] during the early Imperial period. Cremation predominates in earlier phases, with urns placed in tomb chambers of columbaria, while inhumation becomes increasingly common later. [4961:  Toynbee, Death and Burial, p. 38-42.] 

While grave goods are relatively limited, evidence shows them to be modest but meaningful, often including lamps, pottery vessels, coins, and food offerings[footnoteRef:9518]. These items are best understood within the framework of ongoing ritual engagement with the death, such as annual offerings during the parentalia, rather than as static burial deposits. Graham's work on funerary commensality highlights the importance of repeated ritual meals and offerings in maintaining bonds between the living and dead[footnoteRef:14721], and the cultural emphasis placed upon this.  [9518:  Graham, Urban Poor, p. 134-140.]  [14721:  Graham, Urban Poor, p. 145-151. ] 

Objects and Belief Systems
Material remains provide valuable insight into daily life and belief systems. Oil lamps decorated with religious or symbolic imagery played a central role in funerary ritual, representing light, transition, and presence. Coins placed with the deceased evoke myths surrounding the journey to the afterlife[footnoteRef:11453], reflecting the integration of mythological ideas into everyday practice. Davies emphasises that such practices reflect a shared cultural vocabulary of death rather than a systematic theological belief[footnoteRef:1769]. These objects demonstrate that such ideas were not confined to abstract elite philosophical discourse but embedded in routine ritual behaviour across social strata. [11453:  Hope, Roman Death, p. 72-75.]  [1769:  J. Davies, ’Death, Burial, and the Afterlife’, in The Oxford Handbook of Roman Studies, ed. by A. Barchiesi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 365-370. ] 

Bioarchaeological Evidence
Although primarily an archaeological contribution, skeletal remains inform historical interpretations of health, diet, and morality. Evidence of physical stress, disease, and nutritional variation among those in the necropolis supports the interpretation that many individuals at Porta Nocera were members of Pompeii’s non-elite population[footnoteRef:20127]. Lazer's work emphasises how human remains from Pompeii provide rare insight into the lived experiences of ordinary Romans[footnoteRef:21938], complementing epigraphic and architectural evidence.  [20127:  Estelle Lazer, Resurrecting Pompeii (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 85-92.]  [21938:  Lazer, Resurrecting Pompeii, p. 133-140. ] 

State of Preservation and Modern Conservation
Preservation and Excavation History
The eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE preserved the Necropoli di Porta Nocera remarkable well[footnoteRef:6205], sealing architectural and epigraphical elements beneath volcanic material. However, subsequent excavation exposed the site to environmental degradation, biological growth, and structural instability. These early excavation practices, particularly during the nineteenth century, prioritised visibility and restoration over long-term conservation or authenticity, resulting in the loss of some original material[footnoteRef:27696]. [6205:  Beard, Pompeii, p. 14-18. ]  [27696:  Berry, The Complete Pompeii, p. 34-36. ] 

Conservation Challenges
Modern conservation efforts face significant challenges in balancing accessibility with preservation, given the necropolis’ importance for understanding non-elite Roman life. Tomb paintings and plaster surfaces are particularly vulnerable to weathering and biological growth, thus requiring ongoing monitoring and intervention. Recent conservation strategies emphasise minimal intervention, documentation, and preventative conservation[footnoteRef:7349]. [7349:  D’Ambrosio and De Caro, Pompeii and Its Necropoleis, p. 9-12. ] 

Significance for Modern Scholarship
The necropolis plays a crucial role in modern interpretations of Pompeii by providing critical insight into death, memory, and ritual. As Beard and Berry both emphasise, funerary landscapes are essential for reconstructing the social history of Roman towns beyond elite narratives[footnoteRef:20186]. The necropolis therefore remains central to historically grounded understandings of Roman urban life and death.  [20186:  Beard, Pompeii, p. 291-295; Berry, The Complete Pompeii, p. 299-307. ] 

Conclusion
The Necropoli di Porta Nocera offers a uniquely rich perspective on Roman social life, revealing how Pompeiians of diverse backgrounds engaged with death, identity, and memory. Through architecture, inscriptions, and material culture, the necropolis demonstrates that funerary space functioned as an active arena of social negotiation rather than a marginal or static zone. 
Grounded in ritual repetition, public visibility, and ongoing engagement with the dead, the necropolis illustrates how non-elite individuals asserted identity and belonging within the Roman civic order. Its continued study and preservation remain essential for advancing interpretations of Pompeii that foreground lived experience as well as monumental display. 
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