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LINDSEY DAVIS

Editor’s Note: This is a talk given in 
2007 at a conference called ‘Pompeii: 

Ruins and Reconstruction’, held at 
Bristol University. Reprinted here by 
kind permission of the author.

I am delighted to have been asked to 
participate in this conference and very sorry 
that I can’t attend all of it as I have to dash 

to the Theakston’s Old Peculiar Crimewriting 
Festival in conveniently-placed Harrogate. That 
one depresses me by reminding me how few of 
my colleagues and rivals are Old (though I can 
tell you a lot of them are Peculiar), whereas this 
one perplexes with whether to attend ‘Domestic 
Interiors’ or ‘Sex and Eroticism’ - which for 
a novelist is obviously a very hard decision 
indeed.

I have learned from attending Classical 
Association conferences that my work is 
probably part of what is called ‘reception’. In my 
sphere, ‘receiving’ of course means stolen goods 
– a subject I just want to mention to begin. As a 
professional duty, I recently attended a Society 
of Authors talk called ‘Dan Brown and After’ on 
copyright and plagiarism. I came away with the 
feeling that after a major trial and judgement on 
appeal, everyone is as baffled as ever. In this 
context for me, there are two distinct advantages 
in writing about two thousand years ago. Firstly, 
every published novelist’s contract contains 
dark clauses which say something like: ‘If the 
Work contains passages quoted from other 
works it shall be the responsibility of the Author 
to obtain such permission and any fees shall be 
paid by the Author’ – I can quote, pinch and 
allude closely to texts but I don’t have to pay 
Juvenal and Suetonius.

Secondly; ‘Warranty and Indemnity: The 
Author hereby indemnifies the Publishers 

against all actions proceedings claims demands 
losses damages and costs (including legal costs 
and expenses) properly incurred and any 
compensation costs or disbursements paid 
by the Publishers on the advice of their legal 
advisers to compromise or settle any legal 
claim... in consequence of any breach or alleged 
breach of this Warranty or of any negligence 
on the part of the Author in the preparation of 
the Work or arising out of any claim that the 
Work contains an infringement of copyright or 
contains libellous or unlawful matter...’

Well. If I write about Vespasian, Titus or 
Domitian, or Julius Frontinus or Rutilius 
Gallicus, or even if I write with vituperative 
sarcasm about the informer lawyers Silius 
Italicus and Paccius Africanus, who you can 
bet were as litigious as Robert Maxwell when 
personal slurs were cast – they are dead 
and they won’t sue. Even if their heirs and 
descendents are known, my Publishers and I are 
safe; heirs and descendents cannot sue for libel. 
Any satirical novelist has to think about such 
things. Similarly, when I write about Pompeii 
in the AD/CE 70s, I am free from any worry 
that pompous decemviri will rise up in outrage 
if I am rude about their town. You will see 
that this is relevant to several passages of your 
tasteful handout, Chapter XXIV of ‘Shadows in 
Bronze’ with its free sample, the first page of 
Chapter XXV. The freedom – and I would say, 
the obligation to be rude about things – people, 
places, ideas, social customs – is probably the 
main distinction between me as a novelist and 
most of the other speakers at this conference. I 
think we would all expect that in academic life 
people should be open-minded, even-handed 
and unemotional. I do in fact like to think that 
as a narrator I have all those qualities - but I am 
not the narrator of the Falco novels, and even 
in my other work, ‘The Course of Honour’, 
which is told in the third person, much of the 
action is seen very much through the eyes of 
Vespasian’s mistress Antonia Caenis, coloured 
by her obvious disappointments in life as an 
ex-slave and by what I have devised as her 
character. My characters can be wildly biased, 
bitterly critical and as rampantly libellous as 
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they like of their contemporaries. So you may 
think I have more fun than academics. Far be it 
from me to comment.

I certainly do take as my starting position History 
in the mode of ‘1066 and All That’, where you 
may recall the Compulsory Preface tells us the 
object of this excellent book is ‘to console the 
reader’, before it defines History properly, ie 
‘what you can remember’. I will come back to that 
in the context of Pompeii. I also believe – let’s 
get this out of the way – that there is no point in 
writing historical novels unless you make them 
historically accurate; otherwise why not write 
science fiction or fantasy? What I write is fiction, 
however, and I insist that I have the right to 
invent – and as my novels are neither academic 
articles nor textbooks I don’t even have to tell people 
where I have invented. No footnotes, no end-notes, 
no bibliographies. Since we can never really 
know what it was like to be an ancient Roman, 
my job is for it to make the best approximation 
I can on the evidence, then bring that world to 
life in a way that convinces my readers I have 
got it right. I cherish the archaeology student 
who told me of discussing Roman building 
practice with her tutor, only to realise as she 
spoke that she was using as a provenance the 
collapse of Falco’s ramshackle apartment in 
‘Venus in Copper’ – a scene which I can tell you 
owes a lot to Fred Dibnah’s films of  knocking 
down old industrial chimneys.

In my most mischievous moments I dream of 
inventing some totally ludicrous fact and having 
it accepted internationally as truth. Perhaps I 
have done it. How would you know???

Generally though, I believe I should invent only 
where necessary and using sensible guesswork 
and experience. This is a purely personal creed. 
Those are goals I have set myself because of 
the kind of liberal education I had. They are 
not obligatory for a novelist, except in this way: 
readers are not fools; they can judge what I 
have done. People trust me and they come back 
to me. Other novelists and their publishers do 
not place the same value on accuracy, I know, 
because they have told me (perhaps with looks 

of pity that I myself am so scrupulous). I cannot 
know, but I am prepared to use the same 
sensible guesswork and experience to tell you, 
that their royalties may not look as attractive in 
the spreadsheet as mine. Perhaps this does not 
matter to them. I write for the money and I have 
a large mortgage; it matters to me.

To begin at the beginning – always a lark when 
you are on page three of your notes – on the face 
of it, The place of  Pompeii in the Falco Novels is not 
actually very great. I have eighteen Falco novels 
in print, and Pompeii is only in one. ‘Shadows 
in Bronze’ has a complicated, admittedly 
ludicrous plot, written in six sections, where the 
bay of Naples only features in three. If I have 
used my calculator correctly that means that 
statistically Pompeii forms only 2.7 recurring 
percent of my Falco series, though its influence 
has to be much greater.

The chapter in your handout occurs towards 
the beginning of the three sections. Falco has 
conned his best friend Petronius, the ‘official 
policeman’ to his ‘private eye’, into letting Falco 
use Petro’s family, augmented by Falco’s own 
adolescent nephew, as a cover for an imperial 
mission. Inevitably the con is soon exposed 
and causes friction, especially as the mission 
is dangerous. The story at this point is about 
family holidays – but it is also about the famous 
archaeology of the area.

A crucial element is in the first sentence on 
page 126: ‘Next day the sun was shining’ and its 
amplification at the end of the next paragraph: 
‘the light off the sea was beginning to dazzle; 
this soft all-pervading haze would precede a 
hot, blue brilliant day’. If you believe, as I do, 
that novels are escapism, meant to console, this 
is the nub of why Falco works. The sun shines. 
Simple as that. If perchance he is in Britain and it 
doesn’t, we can have fun with him complaining. 
Now suppose I had set out in 1987 to write a 
series about the Vikings – subject material that 
was just as unprecedented in popular mystery 
fiction at the time. My talents as a novelist – the 
ability to do plot, characterisation, description, 
dialogue and so forth - would have been the 
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same. I put it to you that if I had chosen the 
Vikings, I would not be here now. Part of the 
problem would be the weather.

There is also a question of glamour. A while 
ago I told my editor that I was yearning to write 
a different sort of book, part of which would 
be set in Birmingham; he tried to be indulgent 
because he knows it is my home town, but he 
had to wince and beg me not to. I have never 
dared to mention that another fascinating part 
of the blockbuster of my dreams would be 
set in Newport Pagnell. The Mediterranean, 
especially to the British, is not just warm but 
colourful, exotic, and full of people whom we 
suspect are having more fun in life than we 
do. They have love and anger, corruption and 
menace, all on a grander scale. Of course I have 
to remember that in Roman times they did not 
have tomatoes, peppers, aubergines or pasta – 
but thank goodness they did have wine. The 
Bay of Naples had the same glamorous allure 
for the Romans themselves and I started the first 
Pompeii section of ‘Shadows’ by quoting Cicero 
who, in a stifling basilica full of lawyers sweating 
in their heavy woollen togas, must have got the 
envious juices flowing by describing the holiday 
coast: ‘orgies, love affairs, adultery, trips to 
Baiae, beach parties, dinner parties, musical 
entertainments, boating parties...’

I chose the chapter to give you because this 
first visit by Falco and Petronius to Pompeii 
exemplifies my task in describing any Roman 
location. They are actually staying in Oplontis. 
In an earlier chapter when they first turned 
up squabbling in their ox-cart, Falco says: 
‘Neapolis, with its fine summer palaces, seemed 
too pretentious to afford, while Puteoli... 
remained a noisy commercial port. Misenum 
was lousy with officials, being home to the 
fleet. Baiae, the fashionable watering hole, was 
commoner, but full of dirty lodgings which 
refused to welcome children. Surrentum 
straddled a marvellous ravine, which had to be 
reached by sea or miles of winding road; if a 
demented assassin was pursuing me, Surrentum 
could form a dangerous trap. Pompeii was too 
brash, Herculaneum too prim, and the thermal 

spa at Stabiae chockablock with wheezing old 
gentlemen and their snooty wives’. Now I will 
be going on to describe streets and buildings 
in these places that we know about from 
archaeology (and people who know Pliny may 
get a thrill from remembering that his uncle 
died of asthma on the beach at Stabiae), but in a 
novel, simply mentioning position, architecture 
and decoration isn’t enough. I have to try to 
show the character of a town. I have always 
said I think of Herculaneum as the Solihull of 
the Bay of Naples and I suppose by that rule of 
thumb, Baiae would be Blackpool and Pompeii 
perhaps Las Vegas.

Falco and Petro bunk off, leaving Petro’s 
wife stuck alone with the children, as men on 
holiday so often do, while they go somewhere 
more exciting. On pages 127 and 128, you 
have, on the one hand, the straight stuff of any 
guidebook or academic write-up of the Pompeii 
we know today: ‘Just out of town at the mouth 
of the Sarnus’ tells you where it is. ‘Pompeii 
had wine, grain, wool, metalwork, olive oil, 
an air of thrusting prosperity and ten smart 
watchtowers set in city walls’ succinctly gives 
its commercial importance in the region. The 
riot and the earthquake get a mention, as they 
always do, and the condition of the Forum is 
described. If we jump back to the Marine Gate 
for a moment, some authors would just have 
said it thronged with people but my method is 
to tie in a particular cameo of character, poor 
Larius struggling with his hormones – this could 
be any boy of fourteen, and serves to illustrate 
my thesis that the people of ancient Rome had 
our own characteristics and problems. There, 
and in the passage overleaf where a prostitute 
spots Larius, I have tried to develop a simple 
description of the visible sexuality of this town 
into something more sophisticated: it is an 
exploration of how Falco and his friend try to 
handle this in the context of the role and duties 
of a Roman paterfamilias. Although Petronius 
is a hard-bitten officer of the vigiles, who is 
seen elsewhere having no trouble with women 
whatever their job, he ‘gets flustered’, while 
Falco is nervously conscious of his role in loco 
parentis: ‘Your Ma thinks I’m looking after you’. 
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Of course he is also conscious of his probably 
preferred role as the slightly louche gumshoe 
as well: ‘Don’t expect me to lead you into bad 
ways.’ At the bottom of page 129 he broods on 
responsibility even more gloomily in one of the 
Pompeii bars we know so well. So, I don’t just 
mention the bars, I think about what might have 
gone on in them!

I can say that back in 1988 or 89 when I wrote 
this book, I felt some diffidence about putting 
before the genteel cosy-mystery reading public 
the description in the middle of page 128 of 
a Pompeii crammed with priapic pictures in 
full view of the street. I knew I had to do it, or 
bowdlerise in a way I disapprove of. It did, and 
to some extent still does, illustrate one of the 
ways in which the Romans were different from 
us – where my role as a novelist is to show those 
things (eg gladiators, slavery) while in other 
places portraying ways in which, although living 
two thousand years ago, they were the same. 
The care with which I had to consider how to 
deal with Roman sexual frankness wouldn’t be 
quite the same today. I don’t think that is only 
because I am a more confident or more brazen 
novelist, but because in the past twenty years 
our own society has changed. On the other 
hand, when concerned American mothers write 
and ask if my books are suitable to pre-teen 
children, I know my US publisher won’t want 
me getting myself on a blacklist and I have to 
warn them off. It helps me decide what to say 
if they want the books as an easy-peasy way to 
teach Roman history. Large numbers of terrible 
books are being written for that purpose, usually 
by didactic Americans, many of them women. 
There is no need to use mine. Mine can remain 
as consolation for the wise, their true purpose 
exemplified by the long passage in page 131 
which contains quite a lot of archaeological 
detail as it continues to develop a picture of 
our famous location. But for me, its novelistic 
worth and purpose are the two descriptions 
of plumbers, the first paragraph and the last 
sentence of the third paragraph – the general 
and the particular – which frame the scene-
setting with jokes about human beings.

I do have now to talk about the fact that the 
location, and its tragic fate, are so famous. 
‘History we remember’ is particularly strong 
for Pompeii. The narrative style I use in these 
books does allow foresight and hindsight as 
my hero pretends to be writing his memoirs 
from idyllic retirement at some unspecified 
point in his future. So he knows it will blow. 
Readers who want to can also have a layered 
appreciation that these are stories written about 
a nineteen forties-style detective by a nineteen 
eighties era woman whom, they must realise, 
is keen on archaeology. There must be a thrill 
in having a secret awareness of the coming 
Vesuvius disaster; it gives a poignancy to Falco’s 
daft remark on page 127: ‘a place that intends to 
last!’ although I then have let him acknowledge 
future events: ‘All right, I do know what 
happened at Pompeii’. At the time I wrote, when 
we had not had so many documentaries about 
the eruption, I also had to explain why nobody 
knew what might be coming, as Falco does in 
his own snorting style. ‘This was eight years 
before Mount Vesuvius exploded. Any student 
of natural science who did notice their local 
mountain was shaped like a volcano deduced it 
was extinct. Meanwhile the Pompeian playboys 
believed in art, Isis, Campanian gladiators, and 
ready cash to purchase gorgeous women; few of 
the flashy bastards were great readers of natural 
science.’

I think I was lucky to have flexibility when I 
first wrote about Pompeii. Layered viewpoints 
and momentary time-slips give the Falco 
books depth. But as a writer of light-hearted 
entertainment, Vesuvius does give me a 
problem. In twenty years I have brought my 
characters from the year 70 to December 76, 
and the events of 24 August 79 loom ever closer 
(don’t be too impressed by me knowing the day; 
it was my parents’ wedding anniversary). I am 
very reluctant to write a normal Falco novel set 
during or just after the eruption. At my normal 
pace of two books to a Roman year, I still have 
five to go before I really have to face it – and 
at my ever-slowing writing pace I could retire 
and avoid the decision. That would be as much 
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of a cop-out as having Falco somewhere else, 
just hearing what has happened in a letter over 
his roll and honey at breakfast time...Why do 
I worry about it? Firstly, because as a creative 
descriptive novelist I think Pliny did it all and 
there is nothing left for me. The only thing Pliny 
didn’t understand was pyroclastic flows, and if 
I put Falco there, he wouldn’t know either. I 
certainly don’t want him to be in one. That’s not 
a situation where with one proverbial bound 
he could leap free. Secondly, I don’t feel the 
subject is suitable for light entertainment. Yes, 
I deal with murder and other filthy crimes, 
and I regularly delve into unpleasant aspects 
of society and individual human nature. But, 
however brutally they are portrayed, murders 
in a crime novel are a device, we all know that. 
Even in my books a murder always pumps up 
the plot – but I am really writing the Roman 
‘Archers’, with more satirical commentary and 
jokes about drains. The eruption of Vesuvius is a 
tragedy on the scale of the Far Eastern tsunami. 
I wouldn’t write a ‘romp’ set in Indonesia that 
Boxing Day and I don’t think I can write one set 
among the ash and mud.

We’ll see. I never commit myself in advance 
absolutely. But the dilemma is nagging and I 
can’t yet see what I shall do.

In the mean time, there are vital things that 
Pompeii gives me, whether a particular 
novel is actually set there or not. It may have 
been a very specific seaside town, but the 
archaeological evidence of daily life that was 
preserved is a resource to which I have turned 
from the start. Books, especially books with 
photographs, repeatedly give me inspiration. 
People frequently ask ‘how do you do your 
research?’, most of them not wanting to hear 
that I read everything I can ever get my hands 
on, and go everywhere I feasibly can. They want 
a quick way in – especially if they are planning 
to write one of the terrible books I sneered at 
a moment ago. Of course there is a quick way 
in. I have researched other periods and I can 
tell you that if Seventeenth Century Newport 
Pagnell had not just become a motorway service 
station on the M1, but had had thirty feet of 

solidified mud keeping its treasures safe for a 
couple of centuries, I would be a very happy 
woman. Please don’t mock. A historical novelist 
has to work with the material they can get. For 
me, to work in the modern period is a huge 
luxury because there is so much documentary 
evidence, written in English, much of it on line, 
much else in the British Library to which I can 
travel with my Oystercard. With the Romans, 
we have much more now than when I started, 
and much of the archaeology is from the 
century I need. I try to go to Rome every year, 
and for many years I have also been to the Bay 
of Naples too – whether the current book was 
set there or not, and sometimes after I have 
actually finished the current book.

For me, Pompeii is a place where you still have 
to apply a lot of imagination to envisage it two 
thousand years ago; for one thing, you have 
to wipe out the modern multicultural crowds 
and insert quite different ones, none of them 
bunching up behind a tour leader with an 
orange umbrella. But I am a writer of street life 
and home life; Pompeii provides both of those. 
I am particularly keen on home makeovers, 
especially when they go a bit wrong or don’t 
get finished, and nowhere excels Pompeii for 
those. It gives me bars, which are a staple of 
detective novels. In bars murders are plotted 
and committed, suspects and witnesses are 
interviewed, fugitives hide, and an exhausted 
hero can rest his feet and think. He can, if he is 
a naughty boy, show his virile nature by eyeing 
up the waitress. Pompeii gives me food; I am 
a novelist of food. It gives me graffiti. It gives 
me not just the amphitheatre but hooliganism. 
It gives me Roman sex. Since, as I am sure you 
can tell, I have led a sheltered life and been 
kept from saucy literature, I need all the clues 
to Roman sex I can get. And in the multitude 
of ‘finds’, Pompeii gives me over and over 
again the everyday utensils, tools, ritual items, 
and luxuries that are the bedrock of my craft. 
Fiction works through detail and whenever I 
want a detail of Roman life I can be sure of 
finding it at Pompeii.
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There is just one last thing that Pompeii has 
given me, or at least given Falco: Romance. In 
‘Shadows in Bronze’ he is striving to repair a 
quarrel with Helena Justina, while they both 
struggle to convince themselves that they are 
permanently in love. They don’t know that 
sixteen books later they will have two children, 
a foster daughter, a dodgy detective agency 
with unreliable staff, slaves who won’t take any 
notice of them and a dog after whom puppies 
all over the world have now been named. 
Still fighting each other they go, for the usual 
complex reasons in my stories, on a donkey 
ride up Mount Vesuvius. Eventually they settle 
down a bit. Then Falco says:

 
 
         
        
        Lindsey Davis (2007)

Afternote: no attempt has been made 
to update this talk for publication in 
2015. Not only has Ms Davis written 
more books, and even published her 
Birmingham/Newport Pagnell novel, but 
the date of the Vesuvius eruption is now 
being reconsidered – and she does know 
that,  so don’t write and tell her!

Above the Bay, the sun broke free 
of that vaporous cloud cover,   and a 
band of light ran swift as silk across 
the coastal plain and up the mountain 
where we were. The elegant ellipse of 
the coastline brightened; at its open 
end, the island of Capreae emerged as a 
dark smudge complimenting the folds 
of the Lactarii range. Below us the 
small, white, red-roofed buildings of 
Herculaneum,  Oplontis and Pompeii 
crouched along the shore, while on 
the linenfold slopes of the distant 
hills villages and farms tantalised the 
eyesight among the natural rocks...

‘Hmm. Just the sort of spectacular 
vista where you bring a beautiful 
woman and never once look at the 
view...’
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