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CHAPTER 6

EVOKING EMPATHY: SMELL IN THE TWENTY-
FIRST-CENTURY RECEPTION OF ANTIQUITY”

Kim Beerden

Introduction

Many people consider history, and especially ancient history, to be something from such
a long time ago and ever so distant: the past as a very foreign country.' Some academics
have contributed to this notion by arguing that the Greeks and Romans cannot truly be
understood by us because they are ‘other’ or ‘alien’? When taken to its extreme and
without its proper historiographical context, such a stance might turn ancient history
into something irrelevant in the public imagination. The story of the ancient past would
then become a story about unknowable ‘others’ that does not have much to do with how
we understand our own societies. In my opinion, however, the main aim of the historian
should be to find ways to understand the past in order to make it relevant to the present.’
'The challenge facing the historian is to communicate this relevancy to a wider audience
_ without resorting to facile parallelism that denies the fundamental difference of the
past or our own subjectivity.

One way to do so is by appealing to ‘historical empathy’ In presenting Antiquity and
other periods of history to a non-scholarly audience, we can certainly speak of an
empathic trend.* The idea is that, especially in secondary schools but also in other public
contexts, historical individuals are put centre stage and are presented as ‘people like you
and me’® The public is invited to explore the dailylives of individuals within a particular
cultural context.® Historical empathy is to ‘put yourself in someone else’s past, what has
also been called ‘perspective recognition.” This is supposed to lead to a more intense
engagement with the past, a way to enthuse the general public by making it easier for
them to identify with historical characters, thus stimulating them to want to learn more
about a past society. Historical individuals are thought of as ‘same’ in terms of essential
human cognitive features and ‘other’ in terms of historical context.

Historical empathy is put into practice in novel ways of presenting history not only in
school education, but also in museums and in popular culture, geared toward the
presentation of everyday life and toward a depiction of a more sensuous experience
(which is sometimes referred to as the affective turn’).® While historians disagree over
whether or not historical empathy is a method that can or should be used in academic
work — a discussion I will not address here - 1 certainly believe historical empathy to be
a suitable first step in order to engage an audience. Barton and Levstik note that there are
four steps involved when an individual learns about history: identification, analysis,
moral response and display of knowledge. According to them, and also to many outside
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Evoking Empathy

of academia, identification is an important step before people are willing to spend money
and time on gaining historical knowledge.

Sensory experiences — sight, touch, hearing, taste and smell - play an important part
in strategies of evoking historical empathy. They can suggest the realities of daily life and
make (ancient) history come alive, make people feel they are transported into the past. In
this chapter I will focus on just one of the senses, smell, and tease out a number of issues
related to olfactory experiences in the context of historical empathy. Smell, touch and to
some extent taste have been somewhat neglected in our society, which is permeated with
visual and auditory media.’® Although catching up quickly, research into the history of
scent and smelling, especially in the Graeco-Roman world, still deserves some extra
attention." More specifically, I will analyse the functions that odours and smelling fulfil
in modern televised representations of ancient Rome, with the television series Rome
(2005-7) as my case study. Obviously, in a television series there are no actual smells,
only their evocation. To look at the evocation of smells might be a more fruitful line of
exploration than perusing the recreation of actual smells, something that as of now
generally is hampered by technological problems (to which we will return below).
Analysis of the olfactory elements in Rome can help to create a framework for the
exploration of olfaction in other examples of the moving image, and even beyond. But
before we turn to our case study it is important to consider at some length the relationships
that exist between empathy, smell and the moving image.

Smell and empathy

Brooks’ analysis of the key elements of perspective recognition helps us to understand
the mechanics of historical empathy:

The first [element] is a sense of otherness or the recognition that other people’s
values, attitudes, beliefs, and intentions may be different from one’s own. A sense of
otherness combats what Wineburg labels ‘presentism’ — the natural tendency to
view the past through the lens of the present. The second’ component, shared
normalcy, is a willingness to entertain the possibility that others’ perspectives
make sense and are not the result of ignorance, stupidity, or delus1on Thirdly,
empathy requires historical contextualization, which is the ability to explain past
actions and events in terms of historical values, attitudes, and beliefs. A fourth
aspect of empathy is an acknowledgement of the multiplicity of historical
perspectives or the understanding that individuals and groups held a variety of
values, attitudes, and beliefs at any given time in history. The final sub competency
of empathy, perhaps the most difficult to achieve, is a recognition that one’s own
perspectives depend on historical context — contextualization of the present.”

The one thing lacking here is emotion. One might argue that with smell (probably more
so than with other sensory experiences), emotion comes first.” There has been much
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research done into the relationship between smell and empathy.* One conclusion is that
odours evoke the emotional component of empathy, have an impact on behaviour and
affect mood and cognitive functions:® ‘Smell, this most liminal of senses, carries a great
subversive potential in its ability to violate boundaries, assault rationality, and evoke

ns of disgust and attraction’!® The relation between odours and history

powerful emotio
especially ‘allows us to engage with our history in a more emotional way’” In sum, the

direct relationship between smell and empathy, including historical empathy, is quite a

strong one.'®

The moving image and the use of the smell-empathy connection

The use of olfactory smellscapes to engage an audience goes a long way back — even to
theatrical performances from the Graeco-Roman world'? - and it continues in present
times.?® As for modern cinema, there have been several experimental attempts to create
a smellscape for the audience with the aim of enlivening the cinematic experience, such
as Smell-O-Vision and scratch-and-sniff cards.” These generally unsuccessful attempts
at engaging the audience show that there is a perennial wish to add smell (and touch) to
our sight-and—sound-based media.?? In museums we see some comparable efforts at
introducing scent.” i
Instead, we are here concerned with the semblance of olfaction, by verbal reference to
some odour, or by its visual representation, by characters sniffing or by other, more subtle
hints of smell.2* It can be difficult to depict a particular smell in a film or in a television
series. All depends on the audience being familiar with an odour. One would expect
olfaction, when it is addressed in the moving image, to have an important function.
Otherwise, why would a screenwriter, designer or director take the trouble to insert it? In
fact, the sense of smell may prove an important tool to enhance audience response: not
only does smell trigger memories and emotions, as noted above, but it even invites
mimicry ~ research shows that when viewers see a/character sniffing on the screen, they
imitate this behaviour and also start sniffing, similar to the mimicry of yawning and
laughing This mimicry is relevant for investigations into historical empathy with
onscreen characters because it again facilitates identification.”

Case study: The TV-series Rome (2005-7)

Rome was an extremely successful television series produced by HBO-BBC, consisting
of twenty-four episodes divided across two seasons.” It wasa Jarge-scale undertaking, an
unprecedented $100 million being invested in the first season alone. Prominent directors
such as Michael Apted, Allen Coulter and Mikael Salomon were drafted in. The Forum
Romanum and a couple of Roman streets were recreated on the backlot of Cinecitta
in Rome - where Rome has been recreated on many occasions. Rome relates the
(mis)adventures of two soldiers, Lucius Vorenus and Titus Pullo, who live in the time of

140

the Civil War between pg|
lives are, on many levels,
the series’ creators seleq
consequences, as we will ;

There are several diffd
drama, re-enactment and
As Hunt observes, ‘The pi
it can throw some intel]
encouraging viewers to {
One might doubt whet
probably did not have t
further thought. Remar
claimed that the most ij
merited the viewers’ atti|
Hollywood traditions, b
- and to engage peopld
It is essentially a ‘soap’
main characters. Neverd
‘convince them of the hi
develop some understar
these are similar to or {
imposed limits to how ul

a moment.

il
Smelly Rome/Rome; i
The semblance of smell
viewers in identifying
humanity and individu
between themselves an
history. Rome’s Rome i
Rome’s creators as smei|
ancient world was not
sky often obscured b
followed suit, Producti€|
but garish and filthy:

sculptures were all b
Rome was so noisyj
combination of Ne¥

was pretty extreme. |




nclusion is that
. behaviour and
5, carries a great
ality, and evoke
yurs and history
y’7 In sum, the
pathy, is quite a

on

7 back - even to
inues in present
tempts to create
experience, such
cessful attempts
I (and touch) to
arable efforts at

rbal reference to
ther, more subtle
or in a television
1e would expect
ortant function.
le to insert it? In
Ice response: not
t it even invites
1 the screen, they
of yawning and
il empathy with

-BBC, consisting
e undertaking, an
yminent directors
2d in. The Forum
klot of Cinecitta
Rome relates the
ive in the time of
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the Civil War between Pompey and Caesar and under Octavian. Their relatively humble
lives are, on many levels, intertwined with the lives of those important politicians. That
the series’ creators selected this well-documented historical background did have
consequences, as we will see.

There are several different genres of ‘televised history, such as documentary, docu-
drama, re-enactment and many kinds of fiction - and each has a different aim or goal.®
As Hunt observes, “The purpose of television history is to entertain, educate and excite. If
it can throw some intelligent light on the past through an engaging narrative while
encouraging viewers to think more deeply about the subject, then it's doing the job:?
One might doubt whether Rome ‘did the job’ as Hunt envisioned it. Its producers most
probably did not have the primary motives of educating their viewers and stimulating
further thought. Remarkably enough, in the publicity before and after release, it was
claimed that the most important reason, or at least a very important one, why Rome
merited the viewers’ attention was its ‘historical authenticity’®® This is in the best of
Hollywood traditions, but it should not fool us: the main goal of Rome was to entertain
- and to engage people in such a way to make them go on watching the series.”
It is essentially a ‘soap’ where we are supposed to identify and empathize with the
main characters. Nevertheless, the viewer needs some historical contextualization to
‘convince’ them of the historicity of the background of the story. By watching, they must
develop some understanding of how identities in ancient Rome were shaped and how
these are similar to or different from the viewer’s identity. Thus, there are some self-

imposed limits to how unhistorical the series can be — a point to which we will return in
a moment.

Smelly Rome/Rome

The semblance of smell is one of the means employed by the makers of Rome to assist
viewers in identifying and empathizing with the series’ characters. Establishing the
humanity and individual identity of the characters allows the audience to bridge the gap
between themselves and an imagined ancient Rome. But it is also a statement about
history. Rome’s Rome is a smelly Rome, because the real ancient Rome was thought of by
Rome’s creators as smelly. Historians and archaeologists have explained to us that the
ancient world was not one of white marble against blue skies: it was colourful, the blue
sky often obscured by smoke, and altogether very dirty. The makers of Rome have

followed suit. Production designer Joseph Bennett wanted a different set, not grandiose,
but garish and filthy:

People think of Rome as white and cold and beautiful, powerful but distant. But
based on the research, I don't think it was like that at all. [...] The temples and
sculptures were all brightly painted. Rome was like Pompeii, but much bigger. And
Rome was so noisy it was impossible to sleep. It was like hell. Think of it as a
combination of New York and Calcutta, with insane wealth and insane poverty. It
was pretty extreme.»
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And as Bruno Heller, one of the series’ creators, explains:

There was a lot of very recent scholarship at that time [of the production of the
series] that transformed people’s sense of what Roman [history] was [...] There
was much more about the everyday life of Roman people, about how people would
have lived in apartment blocks in the insular working class life [sic],and looking at
it from that modern perspective [...]. Its lucky that practically every previous
representation of Rome on any scale kind of went for the grand imperial late
Edward Gibbon velvet drapes and marble columns. Even Gladiator went for that.
Whereas, in fact, it looked much more like Calcutta or Bombay, and smelled like

that.*

Obviously, smells were important to the makers of Rome, not merely for making the
viewer relate to the characters in the series, but also for the historical ‘authenticity’ they
say they were striving for - this is not a fantasy world, it is the real Late Republican Rome
of history. We will now have a doser look at how this plays out, singling out 2 number of
themes where scents and smelling are introduced.

(

Gender

The relation between smell and gender has been well researched.® It seems that the
scriptwriters of Rome wanted to stress gendered ideas about Roman women living
secluded lives. There are two scenes where women are using their sense of smell during
which it is clear that women are in an enclosed environment. In one, Octavia and her
friend are smoking hemp and Atia remarks, ‘You are making the whole house stink’* On
a different occasion, Octavia comments on what is probably incense being burned in
Atia’s room: ‘You could choke Vulcan in here* Here the point seems to be to underline
by reference to heavily scented rooms what is already visualized: the supposedly historical
fact of men moving about in the outside world, and the women living mostly indoors

3

and making extensive use of scents.

Death

When Pullo and Vorenus are temporarily working as butchers, their conversation is as
follows: ‘Smells like old times. ‘It does that™™ They mean that the stench of the
slaughterhouse reminds them, as ex-soldiers, of the battlefield. It is the mnemonic
function of smell that is addressed here, but the scene of course also suggests what the
passer-by would smell in a Roman street. The way death and its smell are evoked can be
very explicit, as when Marc Anthony and Octavian have a brief conversation on the
battlefield after the Battle at Philippi. Marc Anthony says, ‘Breathe deep, boy, the smell of
victory; to which Octavian responds, ‘Smoke, shit and rotting flesh’® The smell of death
can also be depicted in more implicit ways: for example, the sound of flies is heard and
smoke is seen when there is a scene on the site of an carlier battle, implying the stench of
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slaughter.”” Indirectly connected to death and decay is the scene in which a woman buys
an abortifacient: it is sniffed — and it clearly smells bad. Somewhat comparable is
Servilia, who is always plotting, sniffing her glass of water before drinking, probably
because she fears she will be poisoned.”" Generally, the function here is to fill in the
historical background: dead bodies, carcasses, ghastly medicinal concoctions, which are
quite distinct from the average viewer’s sanitized world.

Religious identity

Religious ritual occurs very regularly throughout the series. We see the burning of incense
in a religious context, without the incense being commented on. For example, incense is
visible at the Egyptian palace during what seems to be a religious ceremony.” We see it
during all kinds of religious processions and when Cleopatra appears.” Obviously,
incense is depicted as very specific to Egyptian religion, hinting at its ‘exotic nature*
Again, this provides some olfactory empbhasis to the historical backdrop: there is a lot of
lived religion’ going on, and standing out amongst this is ‘oriental religion’ in particular.®

Socio-economic status

Socio-economic status is another aspect of identity that is marked by smell, Pullo tells Eirene
a personal memory about his mother: ‘She was a slave up north. [It] smelled of pine trees.
Worked in the woodyards, probably, Memories evoked by the sense of smell widen the
scope of Rome beyond the actual period in which we follow the characters — they provide
background information and make the characters more rounded. But it also a subtle way to
introduce the subject of slavery. A rather less subtle example of this is when Vorenus comes
to collect his slaves from the slaveholder and waves his arms around and coughs to illustrate
the stench. The slaveholder defends himself by saying, 1 kept them here despite the stink, so
youd know I'd done you nothing dodgy* So slavery can smell bad as well.

Smell functions as an effective way to distinguish between high and low socio-economic
status."” Atia says to her young son Octavian when he arrives back in Rome, ‘Come inside
and wash. Let’s get the stink of horse off you. The idea behind this is to restore Octavian to
his high status — members of the elite are not smelly.*® The differences in social status are
made even more explicit when Brutus describes the Gauls during a party in Rome: ‘You
have to imagine long hair down to here, huge moustaches, the most horrific stench. They
eat raw meat and never wash.* On the other side, when Timon attempts to make himself
more attractive and cross the divide between lower and higher class, he uses perfume, to
Atia’s dismay: Are you wearing perfume? [. ..] It’s horrid, horse shit suits you much better’>
So in these instances smell is used to underscore the Roman social hierarchy.

Rural and urban: The quality of the air

There are frequent comments relating to the quality of the air, which seem to function as
ameans to distinguish between urban Rome and the rural countryside. Timon's brother
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says to Timon, ‘You breathe this fetid air of Rome, but you are not Roman’** Pullo
complains to his wife about the brothel where they are living, that the ‘{w]hole place
stinks like fish, doesn’t it?’>? Vorenus comments on a room where his children will be
living that it benefits from ‘a good breeze from the river.® Pullo wants to move to the
country and says, ‘I need clean air, room to move’ and on another occasion Tm going to
the country. Just for the day, to get some fresh air, stretch my legs’>* Brutus remarks to
Cicero in exile that “The sea air is bracing, at least’® And Servilia remarks to Octavia,
‘Lovely town, I'm told. Healthy air*® The quality of the air is further illustrated by the
extensive use of smoke throughout the series. A history lesson again: ancient Rome was

dirty, polluted, smoky.

Food

Eating is a universal function and very suitable for developing empathy with the
characters, even when they commit (or are about to commit) a crime. Vorenus, during a
family meal, says, It smells delicious; just when he is about to lose his temper due to the
consequences of his changing position in society.”” The best example is probably that of
Titus Pullo, who smells the ripe peaches (twice) in Cicero’s garden before he proceeds to
kill Cicero.® Here, smell fosters our identification with the characters by stressing their
humanity. There is no attempt to inform the viewer about the kinds of food that Romans
ate or their sometimes outlandish (to our taste) seasonings.

Sexuality

Sexuality is an important theme in the smellscape of Rome, and is mostly concerned with
women. Servilia’s slave woman sniffs Servilia’s neck and arms and seems pleased, telling
her mistress that she smells like flowers in bloom.* In another scene, a slave strikes and
ironic tone with Cleopatra, who is experiencing withdrawal symptoms from her drugs
prior to a meeting with Ceasar: ‘Nothing like cold, stinking sweat to seduce a man.* Men
can also be odorous, and it is Cleopatra who does the smelling in the following example:
Cleopatra sniffs Vorenus when she wants to have sex with him and her slave woman
comments, ‘Flowers. Leather. Olives. Not bad® Again, these olfactory details seem
intended to humanize the characters. The fact that women especially resort to smell for
erotic ends seems mostly a narrative ploy: women are systemiatically sexualized in Rome
and largely characterized by this feature,

Analysis and conclusions

The rhetorical use of smell by way of the olfactory themes discussed above can be seen
to have two main functions: on the one hand, to help the audience identify with the
characters (they use their sense of smell like we do, and equally recognizable is the
mnemonic function of smell that rounds out the characters); and on the other hand, to
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grasp some basic ideas about Roman society (it smelled different and it was different
from our society).

The first function is highlighted by the fact that sympathetic characters are smelling
things more often than characters the audience is not meant to sympathize with: in both
seasons 1 and 2, Pullo and Vorenus, our everyday heroes, are shown smelling more than
any other characters. Of course, the main characters have the most screen time. Still,
some complex characters with whom we are meant to have an ambiguous relationship,
such as Servilia and Cleopatra in the first season as well as Octavia in the second, do not
do as much smelling as might be expected. Servilia is cunning, Cleopatra forceful and
Octavia unpleasant, not really inviting much empathy. There may very well be gender
dynamics at play here: while a reference to smell has the immediate effect of making
people in the series more like ‘real people, apparently ‘people’ are mostly men. Perhaps
the makers of the series believed that the audience would be mainly male - and that this
would be the easiest route to evoke empathy.

When we broaden our scope to the smellscapes of other recent television series, we
find odours and smelling conspicuously absent. The worlds of Britannia (2017) and Troy:
Fall of a City (2018) are generally very sterile and the likeability of the characters is low
— or at least we are not invited to feel empathy for characters who could be ‘ike us, as in
Rome. The television series Spartacus: Blood and Sand (season 1) is equally devoid of
references to smell, with one telling exception which supports the argument concerning
identification and empathy suggested above. The scene is in episode 4, where the owner
of the ludus comes home in a sorry state and is desperate and says to his wife, I should
wash, I smell of death” His wife replies, ‘No, you smell like a man’ This definitely invites
us to feel some sympathy for this otherwise unpleasant character and his wife in a
moment of crisis.

The second function related to the use of smell, that of evoking an ‘authentic’ first-
century BCE Rome, makes use of a number of dichotomies: women and men, rich and
poor, urban and rural, civilized and barbarian. Indeed, smell has a classificatory function,
and gender, class and civilization are easily Q'ortrayed with the rhetoric of smell.© Add
some clouds of incense wafting by, and a pervasive smell of death, and we are presented
with a smellscape that tries to say something about what Roman society actually smelled
like and at the same time uses those odours to highlight some of its essential characteristics
of identity. :

The smellscape of Rome could lead one to argue that its makers have indeed
conceptualized and understood that they could produce their series in a more authentic’
way on all levels, from details of production design to more abstract matters.®* Authentic’
details, including smells, were intended to give us the ‘real Rome’, At the same time, they
wanted their audiences to connect with their Romans. It is here that something went
wrong; the admirable attempt to create a Rome smellier than previous fictional ‘Romes’
was derailed by the fictional Romans who obviously find that their world, especially the
city of Rome, stinks — an opinion they share with the creators of the series, who, as
quoted above, have gathered from recent research that Rome did indeed smell bad.5
They probably could not imagine that Romans reacted to the stench of their environment
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in a different way from modern Western individuals.* In fact, it is somewhat pointless to
stress the intense olfactory experience of the ancient world (and it is not too difficult to
imagine what cesspits, animal dung, smoke, unwashed clothes and rotting teeth
contributed to the smellscape — Rome could definitely have pushed the boundaries quite
a bit further in this respect)® without asking how the Romans themselves would have
experienced this. There certainly is a strong case to be made that most of the town-
dwelling Romans were impervious to the stench of the Roman city — it was their
accustomed smellscape — and might have thought the countryside rather pungent.”’

So, Rome was tying into the general trend of writing about the senses in the past in
order to get closer to ‘the people we are studying or watching’ and create historical
empathy. Olfactory experiences are a forceful way of doing this and have been put to
good use in the series. However, the characters in the series are not Romans that we meet
at close range, but modern men and women dressed up as Romans. In Rome, othering
takes place in terms of context only: the characters are like you and me, but the context
of the lives of these characters is sprinkled with a high dose of ‘authenticity’ to meet its
viewers need for ‘reality’. As such, the audience both has its cake and eats it too - and
helped to make Rome a very successful series indeed. The viewer is seduced to feel
empathy with characters who do not feel, behave or speak like ancient Romans, or even
share their experience of smell.

The series was designed to make money, therefore historical empathy was required
and making the Romans not too different from modern viewers delivered this historical
(or essentially unhistorical) empathy. However, if the characters in the series had reacted
to the odours in their environment in a very different, and supposedly historically
realistic, manner, this might have made them even more, and certainly not less, interesting
to the audience. Exploring the ancient notions of foul and fragrant could have seduced
the viewer, in an unobtrusive way, into thinking ‘more deeply about the subject’ of
differences, similarities and parallels, continuity and discontinuity. Then, it would have
‘done the job, to paraphrase Tristram Hunt. P

In my opinion, to introduce sensory experigfﬁce into the presentation of history in
order to evoke empathy is an effective strategy, but it will only deliver the results hoped
for by historians and educators if the senses and the response to those senses are
themselves approached from a historical perspective, and not used to equate, in a
beguilingly facile manner, individuals from the past with our modern selves.

Notes

* [ would like to thank the anonymous reviewers whose questions made me rethink much of
my argument, and Frits Naerebout for his criticism and advice.
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