EZR\

CORNELL
UNIVERSITY’S
MAGAZINE
EXTRA

This special section, a bonus issue of the university’s
Ezra magazine, highlights ways Cornell initiatives
intersect with philanthropy and engagement of Cornell
alumni, parents and friends.

RADICAL COLLABORATION

FACULTY FORGE ARCHAEOLOGY
PARTNERSHIP AT POMPEII
Caitlín Barrett, left, associate professor of classics in
the College of Arts and Sciences, and Kathryn Gleason
’79, professor of landscape architecture in the College
of Agriculture and Life Sciences, have been collaborating
since 2016 on the excavation and survey of a large house
and garden site, the Casa della Regina Carolina Project,
at Pompeii in southern Italy. They are faculty members in
the Cornell Institute of Archaeology and Material Studies
(CIAMS), which supports multidisciplinary partnerships on
projects across colleges.
At the Pompeii site – where they also are collaborating
with their colleague and co-director, professor Annalisa
Marzano of the University of Reading – they are studying the
relationships in this ancient Roman city between domestic
material culture, social performance and historical change
through the lens of daily household life.
The full conversation is available at news.cornell.edu/
BarrettGleasonQA.
Jason Koski
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How did your backgrounds and work bring you
together?
Caitlín Barrett: Archaeology is an inherently
multidisciplinary field. There’s really no way to
do an archaeological dig today without relying
on the expertise of collaborators in many fields.

I was writing a book on Egyptian landscapes
in Roman art and what they tell us about the
relationship between Rome and Egypt. I hadn’t
expected that project to turn into a book about
Roman gardens! But it did – because, it turns
out, that’s where paintings and mosaics of
Egyptian landscapes were most often located at
Pompeii: in domestic gardens.

That got me interested in the role of gardens in
Roman households. Gardens occupy a kind of
liminal space: they’re inside, but also outside;
they’re part of the house, but they’re also not
part of the house. So in some ways, they were
spaces where people could engage in different
activities and try out different identities than
might be appropriate in other areas of the
house. For example, foreign or exotic imagery
(like the Egyptian scenes) is more common
in gardens than elsewhere. And in contrast
to some other rooms that were more about
public display – like the atrium and tablinum,
where people held business meetings at home –
gardens were spaces for private relaxation with
invited guests, where people could let their hair
down a little more.

Once I started researching gardens, that brought
me to Kathy, because she’s one of the world’s
foremost experts on garden archaeology and
has created new methodologies for excavating
gardens.
Kathryn Gleason: I, too, have been studying
East-West relations in the Mediterranean and
had recently finished excavating a large garden
at nearby Stabiae, also buried by Vesuvius.
I came to archaeology initially out of landscape
architecture. As an undergraduate at Cornell,
I became interested in the sophisticated
representations of garden design in ancient
Egyptian, Mesopotamian and Roman art.
So I went on archaeological excavations

“FEW ARCHAEOLOGISTS OUTSIDE
OF POMPEII HAD A CONCEPT
THAT GARDENS COULD BE
PRESERVED AFTER 2,000 OR
MORE YEARS.”
– Professor Kathryn Gleason

in the late ’70s and early ’80s to see what
archaeologists were finding when they got
outside the walls of the buildings. And it
turned out they usually turned around and
went back inside. Few archaeologists outside
of Pompeii had a concept that gardens could
be preserved after 2,000 or more years – or had
a cultural concept of gardens to drive scholarly
investigation.
As a design historian, I’m very interested in
how these gardens came to be – what was the
intention of the owner in creating the garden?
What can the remains of a garden tell us about
how that original intention was transformed
into the built garden?
What collaborations are typically required at
a site like this?
Barrett: For modern archaeological projects,
you need a broad team that includes both
humanists and scientists. For example, you
need a geophysicist who can do groundpenetrating radar or other types of belowground sensing.

79 A.D.
The year Mount
Vesuvius erupted and
buried the ancient
Roman city of Pompeii
under a thick carpet of
volcanic ash.

Gleason: At our site, that’s Larry Brown here
at Cornell (the Sidney Kaufman Professor in
Geophysics in the Department of Earth and
Atmospheric Sciences).

Barrett: You need an architect who can
analyze the architecture and produce plans –
and we also work with a team that is creating
a 3D model of the house via laser scanning.
You need archaeobotanists and faunal
analysts, who study plant remains and animal
bones. At Pompeii, you need art historians
who can relate domestic decoration to social
practices. You need specialists for different
finds and conservators to preserve those finds.
In gardens, environmental reconstruction is
especially important. We’re working with
a micromorphologist, a soil specialist who
conducts microscopic analysis on excavated
sediments, and a palynologist, who studies
ancient pollen.

Gleason: Our role as archaeologists is to bring
together the work of all these specialists to
piece together the full ecology of the garden,
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Pompeii is located
in southern Italy's
Campania region.
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as well as its design and ornamental features
and its place in the life of the household.
Garden plants are just one part – the most
ephemeral part – of that complex cultural and
natural system.

Barrett: We’re trying to figure out what life was
like for the people who inhabited this house.
What were their experiences? How did this
garden shape their lives?
What else have you learned?
Gleason: I am always asked if we are
excavating an ornamental garden or a produce
garden. It’s actually during the Roman period
that the ancient texts make this distinction. The
emerging archaeological evidence suggests that
our garden was both – featuring plants that
were highly ornamental, while at the same time
offering delicious fruits, nuts or herbs.
Barrett: We’re also asking how domestic
production connected households to larger
economies. We often think of gardens as places
of display and relaxation, but they were also
places of production. People could grow crops
for their own use or for sale. The plants grown
here could also have been imported from far
away. So gardens like this could participate in
potentially very extensive economic networks.

Gleason: One thing to note is that our house is
just large and luxurious enough to suggest that
those who designed and managed the gardens
were not the owners, but slaves. In the Roman
era, the architects and the engineers, the garden
designers, the garden maintenance staff were
typically slaves of varied status. Our project
manager, Kaja Tally-Schumacher ’20, is looking
at the different types of labor that would have
been required to maintain an expensive garden,
as well as to initially build it.
How much student connection is there with
this site and this project?
Barrett: Many team members are grad students
who supervise excavation trenches or take on
other leadership roles, like supervising the
flotation of soil samples. They will contribute to
our publication as well.
Gleason: Undergraduate students also have
been able to work at the site thanks to very
generous funding support to CIAMS.

Barrett: Yes – the Melissa Loewenstern Lewin
’00 and Robert Lewin ’99 CIAMS Field Work
Fund and the Hirsch Archaeological Research
Grants program have provided incredibly
important support, allowing us to get students
into the field, to train them and to let them have
that potentially transformative experience of
excavating and living and working abroad.
So we’re very grateful to those donors for
supporting our students.

How does the feldwork relate to your
teaching?
Barrett: It’s definitely a complementary
relationship. I’m currently teaching an
undergraduate survey course, Great
Discoveries in Greek and Roman Archaeology.
When we do our module on Pompeii, I talk
about our excavation and tell them about ways
that they can get involved.

Gleason: The deep sense of time that I have
gained from looking at the morphology of a
particular piece of land across 2,000 years has
given me a unique perspective on teaching
design for future landscapes in the United
States. My design studios challenge the
students to design the Americas – not as a New
World, but as ancient landscapes with cultures
that go back millennia.
And that’s truly why one engages in the
study of the classical humanities: to see and be
aware of the impact of more than 2,000 years
of knowledge in our current thinking.

Barrett: When I was a student, one of my first
field projects was in Egypt, and I remember
one find in particular: a little leather shoe that
was worn by a child thousands of years ago.
And you could see how the foot of the child
had molded the shoe – it was so emotionally
resonant. That early experience of fieldwork
just absolutely changed the course of my career
and my life.

So it’s important to me to make that experience
as accessible to students as I possibly can, so
that they have a chance to explore their interests
and passions too.
The Casa della Regina Carolina Project is seeking
volunteers for the June-July 2020 field season. Find
out more at blogs.cornell.edu/crcpompeii/.

Opposite page: Project
participants at work at the
Casa della Regina Carolina
Project site at Pompeii in
southern Italy.
Above: Associate professor
Caitlín Barrett, right, takes
the Casa della Regina
Carolina Project group on a
tour of Pompeii.
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Umran Mustafa ’22 is dreaming larger than life
Umran Mustafa ’22 was born and raised in Dhaka, the capital city
of Bangladesh. Dhaka is home to more than 20 million people.
“Growing up, I saw the people of my country struggle with
poverty, and I had a tough time accepting the blatant economic
inequality present in Bangladesh,” he says. More than 26% of
adults in Bangladesh are illiterate, according to statistics released
last May by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics.
Mustafa is currently a sophomore in the Charles H. Dyson
School of Applied Economics and Management, where he is
studying fnance and international trade and development. He
believes that the Cornell community is incredibly welcoming.
“My time at Cornell has made me realize how much this
university values diversity in all forms,” he says.
After Cornell, Mustafa hopes to pursue a graduate degree in
public administration. Equipped with a strong foundation in
economics and fnance, he hopes to return to Bangladesh to
work in the policy arena, either on behalf of the government or
as an employee of a nonproft development organization. He
says he is driven by his desire to return to his country and give
back to his people.

Dr. Alexander Levitan ’59 and his wife,
Lucy, invited Mustafa to visit them in
their Minnesota home in spring 2019.

“In the long run,” he says, “I would like to go back to
Bangladesh and engage in projects which have a direct
positive impact on the livelihood of the people there.
I was always encouraged by my family to dream larger
than life.”
Mustafa is the recipient of the Sacha Levitan M.D.
Memorial Scholarship, which is awarded to international
applicants with strong academic records and
demonstrated fnancial need. Since coming to Cornell,
he has formed a close relationship with Dr. Alexander
Levitan ’59 and his wife, Lucy, who endowed the
scholarship in memory of Alexander's father.
“This has been a wonderful experience for me,”
Mustafa says, “and I am lucky to have another family
away from home.”

“I was always encouraged by my family to dream
larger than life.”
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– Umran Mustafa ’22
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