
 

 

                                         The Curse of Pompeii 
 
Pompeii, it would seem, has much in common with the tomb of Tutankhamun, in that 
anyone who has in any way defiled or plundered the site will be punished with a curse 
from the gods. Tourists who have filched little relics from one of the world’s most important 
archaeological sites have come to regret their action. 
 
Massimo Osanna, the archaeological superintendent of Pompeii, reports that in recent 
years he has received up to a hundred packages from around the world containing items 
taken from the site. Letters accompanying the packages all complain that the stolen items 
had brought them nothing but bad luck. One such letter from South America reported that 
the stolen piece of stone had brought his family “trauma after trauma”. Fragments of 
frescoes, small statues, pieces of amphora, terracotta decorations have all been returned. 
Even “real thieves”, (as opposed to sticky-fingered tourists), have also felt compelled to 
return items. An English woman returned ten mosaic tiles that her parents had stolen 
many years previously, because, as she says, she felt “uncomfortable” with them in her 
house. 
 
There is actually a very long pedigree for the “curse of Pompeii”. The eruption of Vesuvius 
and the devastation that it caused was seen as punishment from the gods after legionary 
soldiers had destroyed holy buildings. In the ancient and not so ancient world, destructive 
burst of freak weather and little understood manifestations of the universe have often been 
conveniently blamed on the anger of the gods. Even before William the Conqueror and his 
Norman thugs landed on the south coast of England many Brits were well - informed that 
something nasty was just round the corner for them and the country. On the Bayeux 
Tapestry we see them staring and pointing in panic upwards to Halley’s Comet. This omen 
of imminent doom and destruction was impossible to ignore. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Meanwhile Mr. Osanna is considering setting up a special exhibition at Pompeii of the 
returned items and letters that he has received, perhaps “pour encourager les autres.” 
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