
Evoking empathy: smell in the twenty-first-century reception of
antiquity
Beerden, K.; Ribeyrol, C.; Grand-Clément, A.

Citation
Beerden, K. (2021). Evoking empathy: smell in the twenty-first-century reception of
antiquity. In C. Ribeyrol & A. Grand-Clément (Eds.), The smells and senses of Antiquity in
the modern imagination (pp. 138-152). London: Routledge. Retrieved from
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3281608
 
Version: Publisher's Version
License: Licensed under Article 25fa Copyright Act/Law (Amendment Taverne)
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3281608
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:4
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3281608


EDITED BY

ADELINE GRAND.CLÉMENT
& CHARLOTTE R¡BEYROL

IMAGIN ES
CLASSICAL RECEPTIONS

IN THE VISUAL AND
PERFORMING ARÏS

¡_o()r\5tllitì)'



)B UK

, USA

ìnd

ena logo are trademarks of

22

and Contributor-s, 2022

right under the CoPYright, Desìgns

rrs of this work.

onstitute an extension

reon Solomon (1840-1905)

;k.

rroduced or transmitted in

ncluding PholocoPY¡ng,
ystem, without Prior
shers.

er, or responsibilitY for, anY

let addresses given in this

rthor and Publisher regret

rd or sites have ceased

ry such changes

r the British LibrarY.

lation Data

eyrol, Charlotte, editor.

rodern imagination /
reryrol (eds,).

sual and Performing arts.

22. I Series: lmagines -

ìng arts I lncludes

rdex.

029887 (ebook) | ISBN

)739 (ebook) | ìSBN

in art, I Classical

;sical-HistorY. I

CC PA3O15.O3 (ebook) 
|

v12021029886
:.1ov12021029887

)1 1 _'.)

)73-9
)74-6

'isual and Performing Arts

ìgay, Sutfolk
ritain

it www.bloomsburY.com

CONTENTS

List of Illustrations
List of Colour Plates

Notes on Contributors

Acknowledgements

Introductionr The Fragrant and the Foul¡ What did Antiquity
Smelt Like? Adeline Grand-Clément ønd Charlotte Ribeyrol

Part I What Smell is the Sacred? The Sensoriality of Antique Rituals

1 'Unguent from a Carven far': Odour and Perfume in Arthur Machen's

The Hill of Dreams ( 1907) Cøtherine Maxwell

2 Incense and Perfume for Isis: The Sensory Reconstruction of the

Isiac Ritual in Pompeii in Visual Art Anna Guédon

Part II Gendered Smells and Bodies

3 From Gorgons to Goop: Scent Therapy and the Smell of
Transformation inAntiquity and the Holistic Health

Movement Margaret Day Elsner

4 The Smell of Marblq The Warmth and Sensuality of
Twenty-first-Century Classical Bodies Tiphaine- Annab elle B esnard

and Fabien Bièvre-Perrin

Part III Sensing Otherness from Canvas to Screen

5 Sensing the Past: Sensory Stimuli in Nineteenth-Century
Depictions of Roman Baths Giacomo Savani

6 Evoking Empathy: Smell in the Twenty-First-Century
Reception of Antiquity Kim Beerden

Part IV Recreating the Fragrance(s) ofthe Past

7 Archiving the Intangible: Preserving Smells, Historic Perfumes

and OtherWays of Approaching the Scented Past Cecilia Bembibre

8 The'Persistence'of an Ancient Perfume: The Rose of
Paestum GiuliaCorrente

vl1

lX

x
x1v

27

52

77

100

119

138

155

t74



and time on gaining

Sensory exPeriences -
in strategies of evoking

make (ancient) historY

this chapter I will focus

related to olfactorY

some extent taste have

visual and auditorY

scent and smelling'

attention.ll More

in modern televised

(2005-7) as mY case

only their evocation. To

exploration than

generally is hamPered

Analysis of the

exploration of olfaction

before we turn to our

that exist between

Smelland empathy

Brooks'analysis of the

the mechanics of

The first lelement]
values, attitudes,

otherness combats

make sense and

empathy requires

actions and events

aspect of emPathy

perspectives or the

values, attitudes,

The one thing lacking

so thân with other

of academia,

view the Past
normalcy, is a

of empathy'

perspectives

CHAPTER 6

EVOKING E,MPATHY: SMELL IN THE TWENTY-

FIRST-CE,XTUNV RECEPTION OF ANTIQUITY'I

Kim Beerden

lntroduction

Manypeopleconsiderhistor¡andespecialþancienthistory,tobesomethingfromsuch
a long time ago and ever so áir,*t, the past as a very foreign country'1 Some academics

havecontributedtothisnotionbyarguingthattheG,".k,andRomanscannottrulybe
understood Uy.r, utt*"-ìt"y'"*:*ne"r'or'alien'When taken to its extreme and

withoutitsproperhistoriographicalcontext,suchastancemightturnancienthistory
into something irrelevant ii ttre public imagination, The story of the ancient past would

thenbecomeastoryuuo.,tu,,t.,,owablebthers'thatdoesnothavemuchtodowithhow
weunderstandourownsocieties.Inmyopinion,however,themainaimofthehistorian
shouldbetofindwaystounderstandthepastinordertomakeitrelevanttothepresent,3
Thechallengefacingthehistorianistocommunicatethisrelevancytoawideraudience

-withoutresortingtofacileparallelismthatdeniesthefundamentaldifferenceofthe
r"'åî:î;'äî:*:l",ltlitån.r,ng 

to,historical empathvi rn presenting Antiquitv and

other periods of historj iä'o,rori-r.tolarty audience, we can certainly speak of an

empathic trend.a The idá is that, especially in secondary schools but also in other public

contexts, historical individuals are put centre stagç and are p-1"::"':d as'people like you

and me,.5 The public i, irrJi.à,o .*plor. the daifiives of individuals within a particular

cultural context.6 Historical empathy is to.put yourself in someone else's past', what has

also been .uff"a'ptt'i""ti* '"ttg"n""lt 
ftris is supposed to lead to a more intense

engagement with the past, a *uy io enthuse the general public by making it easier for

themtoidentifywithhistori.alcharacters,thusstimulatingthemtowanttolearnmore
about a past society. Historical individuals are thought'of ãr'su*.' in terms of essential

hu*"r, iognitive features andbther'in terms of historical context'

Historicalempathyisputintopracticeinnovelwaysofpresentinghistorynotonlyin
schooleducation,butalsoinmuseumsandinpoprrl*culture,gearedtowardthe
presentation of everyday life and towald-a depiction d i To:: 

sensuous experience

(which is sometimes reflrred to as the ãfective turn)'8 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 noi addr.ss here - I certainly believe historical empathy to be

asuitablefirststepinordertoengageanaudience.BartonandLevstiknotethatthereare
four steps involved when an individual 1.a,,,, ubo.,t history: identification, analysis.

moral response and display of knowledge.r nr.åtãi"g,o 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 dailylife 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.lo Although catching up quickly, research into the history of
scent and smelling, especially in the Graeco-Roman world, still deserves some extra

attention.ll More specificall¡ I will analyse the functions that odours and smelling fulfil
in modern televised representations of ancient Rome, with the television series Rorne

(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 weturn to our case studyitis importantto consider at some length the relationships

that exist between empathy, smell and the moving image.

Smelland 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 peoplet

values, attitudes,beliefs, and intentions maybe dffierent from one's own.A sense of
otherness combats what Wineburg labels þresåntism - 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 delusion. 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 ofthe present.l2

The one thing lacking here is emotion. One might argue that with smell (probably more

so than with other sensory experiences), emotion comes first.13 There has been much
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researchdoneintotherelationshipbetweensmellandempathy.laoneconclusionisthat
odours evoke the emotional component of empathy, hav. an impact on behaviour and

afiect mood 
"rra 

.ogrritii";;;;i;"r,",smell, this most liminal of senses' carries a great

subversive potential i" ;';;ir,y to violate.boundaries, assault rationaliry and evoke

powerful emotions 
"f 

dütt;;;å."nt*:tï:* }e 
relation between odours and history

especially'allows us t" ;;g; with our history in a more emotional way"17 In sum' the

direct relatio"rt ip U"t*tit'smell and empathy' including historical empathy' is quite a

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

theatricalperformancesfromtheGraeco-Romanworldlg_anditcontinuesinpresent
times.2oAsformoder',.*.-u,therehavebeenseveralexperimentalattemptstocreate
a smellscape for the "rdi;;;" 

with the aim of enlivening the cinematic experience' such

as Smell_o_vision and ,.r'J-""¿-tniff cards,2r These generally unsuccessful attempts

atengagingtheaudienceshowthatthereisaperennialwishtoaddsmell(andtouch)to
oursight.and-sound-basedmedia.22Inmuseumsweseesomecomparableeffortsat
introducing scent.23

Instead'wearehereconcernedwilhthesemblønceofo|faction,byverbalreferenceto
some odour, or by its visriJ representation,by characters sniffing or by other' more subtle

hintsofsmell.2altcanbedifficulttodepictaparticularsmellinafilmorinatelevision
series.Alldependso'-tt'"audiencebeingfamiliarwithanodour.onewouldexpect
olfaction, when it is addressed in the moving image' to have an important function'

otherwise,whywouldascreenwriter,designerordirectortakethetroubletoinsertit?In
fact,thesenseofsmellmayproveanimportanttooltoenhanceaudienceresponse:not
only does smell trigger *"Lotit' and emotions' ês noted above' but it even invites

mimicry - research shows that when viewers see a,åharacter sniffing on the screen' they

imitate this behaviour and also start sniffing, ,imilar to the mimicry of yawning and

laughing.25Thismimicryisrelevantforinvestigationsinto-historicalempatþwith
onscreen characters bttuu" it again facilitates identification'26

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

RonlewasanextremelysuccessfultelevisionseriesproducedbyHBo-BBC,consisting
of twenty-four episodes divided across two ,.uronr,ãt It was a large-scale undertaking' an

unprecedented $r00 miliion being invested in the first season alone' Prominent directors

such as Michael Apted, Allen coilter and Mikael Salomon were drafted in, The Forurn

Romanum and a couple of Roman streets were recreated on the backlot of cinecittà

in Rome - where 
.Rome, has been recreated on many occasions. Rome rclates the

(mis)adventures of two soldiers, Lucius Voreno, *a Titus Pullo, who live in the time of

strong one.r8
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Evoking Empathy

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-docurnented historical bacþround did have
consequences, as we will see,

There are several different genres of'televised historyl such as documentary, docu-
drama, re-enactment and manykinds of fiction - and each has a different aim or goal.2s
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 itb doing the job.,2e

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 authenticityi30 This is in the best of
Hollywood traditions, but it should not fool us: the main goal of Romewas to entertain
- and to engage people in such a way to make them go on watching the series.3r
It is essentially a'soap where we are supposed to identi$r and empathize with the
main characters. Nevertheless, the viewer needs some historical contextualization to
'convince' them of the historicity of the bacþround 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 chaScters allows the audience to bridge the gap
between themselves and an imagined anclänt Rome. But it is also a statement about
history. Rome's Rome is a smelly Rome, because the real anôient 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 ¡vas 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 dont 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 NewYork and calcutta, with insane wealth and insane poverty. It
was pretty extreme.32
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AndasBrunoHeller'oneoftheseries'creators'explains;

There was a lot of very recent scholarship at that time lof the production of the

seriesl that trunrfor*iipttpf"t sense of what Roman [history] was [" '] There

was much mor" uu"rl,if" tveryday life of Roman people' about how people would

have lived in apartment blocks in the insular working class life [sic], and looking at

itfromthatmodernperspectivet...].It,sluckythatpracticallyeveryprevious
representation of noå" * u"y scale l'jnd of went for the grand imperial late

EdwardGibbonvelvetdrapesandmarblecolumns'EvenGladiatorwentforthat.
Whereas,infact,itlookedmuchmorelikeCalcuttaorBombay,andsmelledlike
that.33

obviously,smellswereimportanttothemakersorRome,notmerelyformakingthe
viewer relate to the characters in the series, but also for the historical'authenticity' they

,"y,n.y *... striving for - this is not a fantasy world, it is the real Late Republican Rome

of history. we will now have a closer look at how this plays out, singling out a number of

themes where scents and smelling are introduced'

(

Gender

Therelationbetweensmellandgenderhasbeenwellresearched.3altseemsthatthe
scriptwritersofRomewantedtostres,genderedideasaboutRomanwomenliving
secludedlives,Therearetwosceneswherewomenareusingtheirsenseofsmellduring
whichitisclearthatwomenareinanenclosedenvironment,Inone,octaviaandher
friend are ,*ot.i,'g t,.*p and Atia remarks,.You are making the whole house stink]35 on

adifferentoccasion,octaviacommentsonwhatisprobablyincensebeingburnedin
Atia,s room:,You could choke vulcan in herel36 Here the point seems to be to underline

byreferencetoheavilyscentedroomswhatisalreadyvig¡alized:thesupposedlyhistorical
fact of men moving about in the outside world, and$he women living mostþ indoors

and making extensive use of scents

1
f
t

I

I
1

I Death i
WhenPulloandVorenusaretemporarilyworkingasbutchers,theirconversationisas
follows: 

,smells like old timesl it does thatlrr rh.y *"utt 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 Ma'rc Anthony and Octavian have a brief conversation on the

battlefield after the Battle at philippi. Marc Anthony says,'Breathe deeÞ boY, the smell of

victoryi to which Octavian ,.rporrãr,,'S*oke, shit åd rotting fleshl38 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 earlier battle' impþing the stench of
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slaughter'3e Indirectly connected to death and decay is the scene in which a woman buys
an abortifacient: it is sniffed - and it clearly smells bad.ao somewhat comparable is
servilia, who is always plotting, sniffing her glass of water before drinking, probably
because she fears she will be poisoned.at Generally, the function here is to fill in the
historical background; dead bodies, carcasses, ghastly medicinal concoctions, which are
quite distinct from the average viewerì sanitized world.

Religious identity

Religious ritual occurs very regularlythroughout 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.a2 we see it
during all kinds of religious processions and when cleopatra appears.a3 obviously,
incense is depicted as very specific to Egyptian religion, hinting at its'exotic natureie
Again' this provides some olfactory emphasis to the historical backdrop: there is a lot of
'lived religion going on, and standing out amongst this is briental religion in particular.as

S o c i o - ec o nornic sfatus

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 saþg,'I kept them here despite the stink, so
youd know I'd done you nothing dodgyia6 So slaverycan smell bad as well.

Smell functions as an effective way to,<iistinguish between high and low socio-economic
status.aT Atia says to her young son ocøvian when he arrives back in Rome,,come inside
and wash. Let's get the stink of horse offyou.' The idea behind this is to restore Octavian to
his high status - members of the elite are not smelly.as The differences in social status are
made even more explicit when Brutus describes the Gauls dgring aparry in Rome: ,you

have to imagine long hair down to here, huge moustaches, the most horrific stench. They
eat raw meat and never washjae 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? [. . ,] Itk horrid, horse shit suits you much betteriso
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

a means 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.'s1 Pullo
complains to his wife about the brothel where they are living, that the '[w]hole place

stinks like fish, doesnt it?'52 Vorenus comments on a room where his children will be

living that it benefits from'a good breeze from the river',s3 Pullo wants to move to the

country and says,'I need clean air, room to move' and on another occasion'I'm going to
the country. ]ust for the day, to get some fresh air, stretch my legs,'sa Brutus remarks to
Cicero in exile that'The sea air is bracing, at least.'ss And Servilia remarks to Octavia,
'Lovely town, I'm told, Healthy airls6 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, smoþ.

Faod

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 deliciousl just when he is about to lose his temper due to the

consequences of his changing position in society.sT 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.ss 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,andis 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,se 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, stinling sweat to seduce a man.'60 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.'61 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 systerriatically sexualizedin 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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Evoking Empathy

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 withr in both
seasons I artd2, 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 ,i"t irrg
people in the series more like'real peoplei apparently þeople, are mostly men. lerhapi
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 wo rlds of Britannia (2017) anð.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'like 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
identiûcation 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 *J ,uy, to his wife,,I should
wash, I smell of deathl His wife replies,'No, you smell like a manl This definitely inyites
us to feel some sympatþ 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 ãuthentic,first-
century Bcn Rome, makes use of a number of dichotomies: women and men, rich and
poo¡ urban and rural, civilized and barbarian. Indeed, smell has a classificatory function,
and gender, class and civilization are easily¡þrúayed with the rhetoric of smell.6, Add
some clouds of incense wafting by, and a pdvasive smell of death, and we are presented
with a smellscape that tries to say something about what Róman society actually smelled
like and atthe same time uses those odours tohighlightsome ofits esseniial characteristics
of identity. 

,l
The smellscap e of Rome could lead one to argue that its makers have indeed

conceptualized and understood that they could produce their series in a more huthentic'
way on all levels, from details of production design to more abstract matters.63 X.uthentic'
details, including smells, were intended to give us the'real Romei 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 obviousþ 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.6a
Theyprobably could not imagine that Romans reacted to the stench of their environment
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in a different way from modern Western individuals,65 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 smellsc ape - Rome could definitely have pushed the boundaries quite

a bit further in this respect)66 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

accustoled smellscape - and might have thought the countryside rather pungent'67

So, Romewas 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 afe a forceful way of doing this and have been put to

good ,rr. in the series. However, the characters in the series are not Romans that we meet

ãt .lor. range, but mídern men and women dressed up as Romans,ln Rome, othering

takes place in terms of context only: the characters are like you and me, but fhe context

of the lives of these characters is sprinkled with a high dose of buthenticity 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. .,

In my opinion, to introduce sensory experidce into the presentation of history in

order to evÀke empathy is an effective strateg¡ 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

x I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers whose questions made me rethink much of

my argument, and Frits Naerebout for his criticism and advice.

l. Misrepresenting D. Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge

Univeìsity Preri, ISSS) - as is commonly done (and which Lowenthal would be the first to

appreciate).

2. See the critical comments by H. S. Ve rsnel, Coping with the Gods: Wøyward Reading in Greek

Theology (Leiden: Brill' 201 l)' 1 1-13.
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3' The most frequently quoted definition of 'history' in Dutch historiography is by Joha nHuizingai de
geestelijke ttorm, waarin een cultuur zich rekenschap geeft van haar veileiden';l.]Huizinga,
Verzamelde werken,vol.T (Haarlem: Tjeenk Willink, 1950), 102:'the intellectual form in which a
civilization renders account of its past to itselfl cf , 100- 1: 'for. every cultural subgroup what
historical questions are being askecl depends on what things that subgroup colrrid.r, to be releva¡tl

4. S. Brooks,'Historical Empathy as Perspective Recognition and Care in One Secondary Social
Studies Classro orÌ,Theory (t Research in SociøI Erlucation 39 (Z0ll)t 166-7;D.Lowenthal,
The Past is a Foreign country - Revisited (cambridge: cambridge university pr.ess,20l5):
'flowenthal] shows how nostalgia and heritage now pervade evlry facet ofþublic an<l
popular culture. llistory embraces nafure and the cosmos as weil as hurnanity. The past is seen
arrd touched and tasted and. smelt [my emphasis] as well as heard ancl reacl about, Ernpath¡
re-enactment' memory and commemoration overwhelm traditional history. A unifie{ past
once certified by experts and reliant on written texts has become a fragmented, contested
history forged by us all'(from the publisher's blurb).

5. J. D. stoddard,'Film as a "Thoughtful" Medium for Teaching History', Learning, Media and
Technology 37, no. 3 (2012): 27 1-BB.

ó. S. K. Sweeney' P. Newbil, T. ogle and K. Terr¡'using Augme'ted Reality and Virtual
Environments in Historic Places to Scaffold Historical Empathyl TechTrends 62 (2018):116.

7. J. Pereira da silva,'uma máquina do tempo movida à imaginação: RpG e empatia histórica
no ensino de história' ('The machinery of time moved to imagination: RpG and empathy in
historic history of education'), Ant{teses 7, no.14 (2014): 541-2,English abstract (RpG =
role-playing garnes). Brooks,'Historical Ernpathy as perspective Recognitionl 168.

8. R. Boddice,'The affective turn: historicizing the emotions',in psychology and History:
Interdisciplinary Explorations,ed. c. Tileagä and iovan Byford (canbiidge: cambridge
UniversityPress,20l4), 147-65; H. Hunter-Crawle¡'Classical archaeology and the senses: a
paradigmatic shift?i in The Routledge Handbook of sensory Archaeology,ed.R. skeates and
J. Day (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 434-50.

9. K. C. Barton and L. S. Levstik, Teaching History for the Common Good (Mahwah, NJ:
Routledge, 2004),7.

10.The Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 brought smell and taste to general attention. One of the
symptoms of an infection by this particular corona virus is the loss of smell and taste,
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to human quality of life; see S. M. A. Elkholi, M. K. Abdelwahab ánd M. Abdelh afeez,,Impact
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article/10.1007/s00405-020-06575-7. The recent study by R. Dunn and M.Sanchez,Delicíous:
The Evolution of Flavor and How It Made {Js Human (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press' 2021), argues that smell and taste are central to our humanity. cf.p. A.Moore,The
Hidden Power of smell: How chemicals Influence our Lives and Behavior (cham: springer
International Publishing Switzerland, 2016).

1 1. N. Morley,'urban smells and Roman noses',in smell and the Ancient serses, ed. M. Braclley
(Abingdon: Routledge,2015): 110-19, notes the descriptive nature of much writing on smells
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12. Brooks,'Historical Empathy as Perspective Recognitionl 168. This is very rnuch what
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29. T' Hunt,'Reality, Identity and Empathy: The Changing Face of Social Hisrory Televisior{,
Journal of Social History 39 (2006): 843-58, quote: 843.

30. J. Paul,'working with Film: Theories and Methodologiesl in A companion to classical
Receptions,ed. L. Hardwick and c. stray (London: Blackwell publishing,20ll),303-14. paul
distinguishes helpfully between a film or series as reception or as an illustrative tool. In the
latter case, all kinds of problems appear; for instance, smells are employed as a rhetorical
strategy and can be studied as such - to ask whether these smells are also'real'is asking for
trouble. But Roøe, when imagining an ancient smellscape, does not do so for narrative
purPoses onl¡ but also to inform about the past. So questions about historicity cannot really
be avoided. Regarding the issue of authenticity in general, see F. G. Naerebout "'Nice dance!
But is it authentic?"What actually is this authenticity that everybody is going on about?l in
Dønce as Intøngible Heritage: Proceedings of the 16th International Conference on Dance
Research, Corfu, 2002, ed. A. Raftis (Athene: Dora StratoulIOFA, 2002), 125-38.

31. K' Milnor,'What I Learned as a Historical Consultant for Rome',in Rome, Season One: History
Makes Televisioø, ed. M. S. Cyrino (Malden, MA: Blackwell publishing, 2008), 42-8, Also,
without heeding Milnor's warnings, it is quite obvious that in script and direction - as
opposed to design - we are returned to the clichés of a typical Hollywood or sword-and-
sandal Rome. cf. F. G. Naerebout, "'This film is not meant to make any sort of political
statement''. Oudheidfilm, beeldvorming en ideologieileidschrift. Historisch Tijdschrift24,no.3
(2009): 5l-65, and F. G. Naerebout,'Gedroomd,Romë,Lampas, Tijdschrift toor Nederløndse
cla s s ici 40 (2007) : 36L -7 O.

32. D. winner, A Blow to the Temples: Hollywoq(l's Ancient Rome - Bolder, Nobler and More
Palatial than the Real Republic - is scorned5y Historians. But a Telêvision Drama is
Returning the City to its Rightful Squalor', Financìal Times,"Z9 fanuary 2005 (Weekend
Magazine, 34), https://search.proquest.com/d o cview I 249 6509 85.

33. https://www. denofgeek.com/tvlromelong-road- original -hbo -epic/.

34. See, for instance, C. Classen, D. Howes and A, Synott,Aroma: The Cîtltural History of Smell
(London: Routledge, lgg4), L62-9.

35. Season 2, Episode 3,7 minutes.

36. Season 2, Episode 10, 52 minutes.

37. Season 1, Episode 9, l0 minutes.

38. Season 2, Episode 6, 54 minutes.

39. Season 2, Episode 3, l7 minutes,

40. Season 2, Episode 7,52 minutes.

4l . Season l, Episode 4, l7 minutes.

42. Season 1, Episode 8,5 minutes.

149

I

.t

rism Back into
\:279-300ithe
sess the reasons
,ective'(281).

rgical Health',

ì. Herz, J. Eliassen,

of Odor-evoked
Schaal (eds),

and Neuroscience

ation,Anaþis
ciencejournal.

sensory and

ryícøI Science 2O

contemporary
ote: 650.

rnøtional lournal

e Greco-Roman
Toner (London:

ell and the Ancient
2015),1-16, 1.

i/Smell-O-Vision. ,

ye are dealing here

tlgazettel
ll Ever Come to
r/annals-of-
e been taken, such

cular actions, but
denthal,'Skin
Lømos: lournalfor
l-O-Vision:
):455-79. P. Pelosi,

:rsity Press,2016),

iplìnøry
,man & Littlefield,
tching their roof or

y go unmentioned.

t and Mediastudies
rcviePerfume,

) actual odours.



Bembibre, C.

Classen, C., D.
1994.

Cyrino, M. S.

391-413.
de Waal, F, B,

Rertiew of
Dunn, R. and

Blkholi, S. M.

Fjellestad, D'

Iacobini, M.
653-70.

on
Lowenthal,

]iaying, S.

I (2014)

Levent, N

Archival of
Boddice, R.

Cambridge
Bradle¡ M,

WorldÌ In
183-208.

Bradle¡ M.
bvM.

Brooks, S.

Studies

Calvo-

Cyrino,1-
Davies, P

de Groot' J.

of life

of Social

Herz, R. S.

Hunt,T.'

Propriety:
School at

Sciences

Hobden, F.

35, no' 3
Huizinga, J.

The Smells and Senses of Antiquity in The Modern lmagination

43. Season 2, Episode 2,6-7 minutes (and rnany other occasions)'

44. Season 1, EPisode 12, 4-5 minutes'

45.onbthering,smellanditslinkswith.orientalism,,seeSavaniandGuédoninthisvolume.

46. Season l, Episode 5, 13-14 minutes'

47. Cyrino,'Introduction" 6; Classen' Howes and Synnott' Aroma'162-9'

48. Season 1, EPisode 9, 13 minutes'

49. Season 1, EPisode 1,31 minutes

50. Season 1, EPiso<le 3,7 minutes'

51. Season 2, EPisode 3, l3 minutes'

52. Season 2, EPisode 6,40 minutes'

53. Season 2, ËPisode 4, 10 minutes'

54. Season 1, Episode 10, 34 minutes; Season 1, Episode 12,31 minutes.

55.Season l,EPisode 5,33 minutes'

56. Season 1, ËPisode 7' 32 minutes'

57. Season 2, EPisode 5' 56 minutes'

58. Season 2, EPisode 6' 19 minutes'

59. Season l, EPisode 4, 18 minutes'

60, Season 1, EPisode 8,28-9 minutes'

61. Season 1, EPisode 8,30 minutes'

62. M. M. Smith, SersorT History (Oxford: Berg' 2007)' 59'65-74'

63. Paul,'Working with Film' 303-14' See comments in note 30' above'

64.ontheurbanpollutioninRome,seeP'Davies.Pollution,proprietyandurbanismin
Republican no-.1i' noä e,-lottution, ,rd P*;ri;;;;o¡iti p¡troti, and Hygìene in the Eternal

City from e'tiq'ityio'ioã''in¡'y's't'*Sth";i;î";e Srudies' ed' M' Bradlev (Cambridge

and NewYork: Cambridge University Press' 2012)' 67-80'

65.Milnor,.WhatILearned-asaHistoricalCon¡ultantfotRome',4S,arguesthatforthemakersof
Rome, authentr.rry i;ï,î;;p;J. a.t4itr, uo, '*rtey couldn t conceptualize the extent to

whichtheRomanswerereallydiffe""t'"ott*t'uuuSunUlgot;u;iydaydifferent'differentin
how they smeil.d, ü;;;il;åy *-.rt"a, *ny they laigh.å [, , ,]" Trueenough' but she uses

'how they ,"'tlltd' ;;;;;úÇìí tnt t""t.of'whai odJurs thev emitted' but also' and more

importantl¡ w. 
'håld 

;;ät;stand it as'how their sense of smell operated''

66'C.Classen,.TheAromasofAntiquit',inAroma:TheCulturalHistoryofsmell,ed'C.Classen'
D. Howes 

""d 
A. s;;;;;¿i;;ilr, noutledge 1ei4), 13-50.verv complete, but descriprive

and uncritical, cf' note 1 I above'

67. Morle¡'Urban smells and Roman noses" 116-19'

BibliograPhY

Arzi,A'.,L.Shedlesk¡ L' Secundo and N' Sobel''Mirror Sniffing: Humans Mimic Olfactory

"^"i'"'*Utt 
Behavior" Chemical Senses 39 (2014)t277-81'

Barton, K. C, and L. S' l-evst'ik-n'ini"S 
"ttitry 

fir the Ci**o'Good' Mahwah' NJ: Routledge'

20a4.

150



)anism in

çìene in the Eternal
:adley (Cambridge

at for the makers of
rlize the extent to
Terent, different in
gh, but she uses

also, and more

nell, ed. C. Classen,

:, but descriptive

ric Olfactory

ah, NJ: Routledge,

r this volume.

L

Evoking Empathy

Bembibre, C. and M. Strlið.'Smell of Heritage: A Framework for the ldentification,Anaþis and
Archival of Historic Odours'. Heritage Science 5, no.2 (2015).

Boddice' R.'The affective turn: historicizing the emotio ni.rn psychology and History.
InterdßcíplinaryExplorations,editedbyc.TileagàandfovanByford, 147-6s.cambridge:
Cambridge University press, 2014.

Bradle¡ M' Art and the Senses: The Artistry of Bodies, Stages and Cities in the Greco-Roman
worldì In A cultural History of the senses in Antiquity, s00 BC-s00 AD, edited by J. Toner,
183-208. London: BloomsburyAcademic, 2014.

Bradle¡ M.'Introduction: Smell and the Ancient Sensesì In Smell and the Ancient Senses, edited
by M. Bradle¡ 1-16. Newyork: Routledge,2015.

Brooks, S.'Historical Empathy as Perspective Recognition and Care in One Secondary Social
studies classroom'. Theory 6 Research in social Education 39,no.2 (2011):166-202.

Calvo-Merino, B. f. et al.'seeing or Doing? Influence of Visual and Motor Familiarity in Action
Observation'. Current Biology 16,no.22 (2006): 1905-10.

classen, c., D. Howes and A. synnotf.. Aroma: The cultural Hìstory of smell,London: Routledge,
1994.

cyrino, M, s.'Introductionl lnRome season one: Hßtory Møkes Teleúsion,edited by M, S.
Cyrino, 1-10. Malden, MA: Blackwell publishing,2008.

Davies, P.'Pollution, propriety and urbanism in Republican Romel In Rome, pollution, and
Propriety: Dirt, Disease, and Hygiene in the Eternal city from Antiquity to Modernity,British
school at Rome studies, edited by M. Bradle¡ 67-80. cambridge and-New york: cámbridge
University Press, 20 1 2.

de Groot, J.'Empathy and enfranchisement: popular histories'. Rethinking History 10, no. 3 (2006):
391-4r3.

de waal, F. B. M.'Putting the Altruism Back into Altruism: The Evolution of Empathy'. Annual
Review ofPsychology 59 (2008): 279-300.

Dunn, R. and M. sanchez. Delicious: The Evolution of Flavor and How It Made tJs Human.
Princeton, Nf: Princeton University press, 2021,

Elkholi' S. M' A" M' K. Abdelwahab and M, Abdelhafeez.'Impact of the smell loss on the quality
oflifeandadoptedcopingstrategiesinCOVID-I9 patiints'.EuropeanArchiveso¡oti-nniio-
Laryngology, lg lanuaty 2021, htþs;//link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s 00405-0ZO-06575-7.

Fjellestad, D,'Towards an aesthetics of smell, or, the foul and the fragrant in contemporary
literaturel CAUCE, Reyistø de Filologla y su Didáctica24 (200Ð;$7_5t.

Herz, R. S.'The Role of Odor-Evoked Memory in?sychological and physiolo gicalHealtll.Brøin
Sciences 6, no. 3 (2016). .¡

Hobden, F.'The archaeological aesthetic in ancient world documentar t'. Media, Culture 6 Society
35, no.3 (2013): 366-81.

Huizinga, ]. Verzamelde werken,vol.7. Haarlem: TjeenkWillink, 1950.
Hunt T.'Reality, Identity and Empathy: The Changing Face of Social Hrstory Televis iorÌ. Journal

of Social History 39, no. 3 (2006): 843-53
Hunter-crawle¡ H.,'classical archaeology and the senses: A paradigmatic shift?,.lnThe

Routledge Handbook of sensory Archaeology,edited by R, Skeates and l.Day,434-50.
Abingdon: Routledge, 2020.

Iacobini, M.'Imitation, Empath¡ and Mirror Neurons'.,4n2¡ø aI Review of psychology 60 (2009):
653-70.

|iaying, S.An Olfactory Cinema: Smelling Perfumd.Actø {Iniv. Sapientiae, Fìlm and Med.ia Studies
B (2014): 1t3-27.

Levent, N. and A. Pascual-Leone, eds. The Multisensory Museum: Cross-Disciplínary) perspectives

- on Touch' sound, smell, Memory, and space.Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield,2014.
Lowenthal, D. The Past Is a Foreigi countiy, cambridge: cambridge university press, 1985.

151



PART IV
RECREAT
OF THE P

The Smells and Senses of Antiquity in The Modern lmagination

Lowenthal, D. The Past Is a Foreign Country - Revisited. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press'

2015,

Milnor K.'What I Learned as a Historicai Consultant for Rome',ln Rome, Season One: History

Makes Television, edired by M. s. cyrino,42-8. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing' 2008.

Moore, p. A. The Hidden Power of SmeII: How Chemicals Influence Our Lives and Behavior. Cham:

Springer International Publishing Switzerland, 2016'

tvto.t.¡ Ñ.'U.t a¡ smells and Roman noses'. In Smell and the Ancient Sens¿s, edited by M. Bradle¡

1 10- I 9. Abingdon: Routledge, 20 I 5'

Naerebout, F. G. 
ãNice dancel But is it authentic?" What actually is this authenticity that

everybody is going on about?'In D ance as Intangible Heritage: Proceedings of the 16th

inteinationat-Con¡t rnrt on Dance Research, Corfu 2002, edited by A. Raftis, 125-38' Athene:

Dora Stratou/IOFA' 2002'

Naerebout F. G.'Gedroom ðRomd. Lampas: Tijdschrift voor Nederløndse classici 40 (2007):

361-70.
Naerebout, F. G. "'This film is not meant to make any sort of political statement". Oudheidfilm'

beeldvorming en ideologie'. le idschrift. Historisch Tijdschrift 24,no. 3 (2009): 51-65.

Niedenthal, S.'Skin Games: Fragrant Pla¡ Scented Media and the Stench of Digital Games'.

Eludamos: Journalfor Computer Gøme Culture 6, no' 1 (2012): 1-31.

Oloßson ]. K. et al.'Beyond Smell-O-Vision: Possibilities for Smell-Based Digital Medial

Simulation 6 Gaming 48, no. 4 (2017): 455-79.
paul, l.'Working with Film: Theories and Methodologiesi In A Companion to Classical Receptions,

edited by L. Hardwick and c, stra¡ 303-14. London: Blackwell Publishing,2011.
pelosi, p. On the Scent: A lourney Through the Science of Smell. Oxford: Oxford University Press,

20t6.
pereira da Silva, |.'The machinery of time moved to imagination: RPG and empathy in historic

history of educ atioi. Antlteses 7 , no. 14 (201Ð 5aI-2 (English abstract),

Smith, M. M. Sensory History' Oxfotd:8erg,2007.
Spinelia, M.A Relationship between Smell Identification and Empathy'.InternationølJournøl of

Neuroscience I 12, no. 6 (2002): 605-12.

Stoddard, J. D.'Film as a "Thoughtful" Medium for Teaching Hislory'. Learning Media and

Technology 37, no. 3 (2012): 27 1-88.
Sweene¡ S. K., P. Newbil,'1" ogle and K. Terry.'using Augmented Reality and virtual

Environments in Historic Places to Scaffold Histori-cal Empathyì TechTrends 62 (2018):

l 14-l 8.

versnel, H. s. coping with the Gods: wayward Readings in Greek Theolog. Leiden: Brill, 201 I .

Zhou, W. and D. Chen.'sociochemosensory and Emotional Functions: Behavioral Evidence for

Shared Mecha nisms'. P sychological Science 2O, no' 9 (2009) : lllS-24.
Zucco, G. M., R. S, Herz and B. Schaal, eðs. Olfuctory Cognition: From Perception and Memory to

Env ir o nm e nt al O do ur s an d N euro s cience. Amsterdam: ]ohn Benjami ns, 2012.

152


