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Faibhar

Vulcanalia

August 22, AD 79: The Procession

During the driest part of each year ancients from around local Sicilian territories gatherd just offshore from Sicily itself on the small island of Vulcano. It was on this island that the locals paid tribute to Vulcan, believed to be one who crafted thunderbolts for Jupiter and artillery for Mars. Worshippers gathered near the base of Mount Vesuvius annually near the end of the month of August to pay tribute Vulcan at what was considered the godly smokestack of his forge. Fires during the drought season were not uncommon and Vulcania was held when they were most likely in hopes by the people that dried brush and small fires would be enough to keep Vulcan from blowing his top and erupting Vesuvius.

This year the party from the town of Stabiae was all the rage for what they brought to celebrate Vulcanalia. Roman historian Pliny the Elder, no less, made note of the procession that wound its way to the summit of Vesuvius. The townspeople, with their leader up front, brought with them two carts pulled mules. The first cart carried a huge cross, its upright end hanging over the rear of the wagon and covered with syrupy pitch. Following behind was the most spectacular. Tall in the cart stood a tall woman of exquisite features. Golden tresses fell over her shoulders and through the thin tunic she wore, it was plain to see the outline of the female’s breasts as they jiggled with the cart’s rocky movement. Chains held down her arms and her legs spread. Word quickly spread that the woman was named Carlia, a captured royal, and that she was to be sacrificed on the cross to the gods.

Dry winds blustered the crowd as they ascended to the top of the volcano. Zirondi issued loud orders as the procession stopped and his soldiers scurried about. Dust blew and eyes were shielded as they watched the cross first unloaded to be laid on the parched earth. The human sacrifice followed. Other offerings were forgotten as all watched on the arid summit as Zirondi ordered that the female be stripped. In a barren setting whipped by hot air, the ripe nude was a welcome sight.

Carlia fought to focus on who could help. The soles of her feet burned as they left the rugged cart floor and stepped down onto the hard earth. From the side she heard Zirondi’s voice and soon the nearly transparent gown she had been given was pulled away. She tried to concentrate and ignore the many stares and catcalls of the throng around her.

“Lay her down on the cross. Hold out her arms. Someone also hold her ankles.” Zirondi’s voice rose in excitement above the noise. He also tried to sound officious despite the urge to cheer. On the procession up he had noticed Vannozzo. He and the other big-town mayors looked green as an olive grove with envy. Zirondi looked at the leaders now and saw them staring slack-jawed at the blonde nude. His one-upmanship gambit by bringing this royal as a human sacrifice on Vulcanalia was clearly a success. It was hard to contain his self-satisfied smile at putting them all to shame. “Hold her steady. I have the mallet and spikes.”

Carlia gasped as her back hit the hard wood of the cross. She looked up into the cloudless Mediterranean sky. Someone back at the base had placed a garland of garlic cloves around her head. The cloves and the little leaves interfered with the sky and then she remembered! Bona Dea, the good goddess, and the secret ritual that many of these same would celebrate in two month’s time. Fervently, Carlia prayed to the good goddess to deliver her. She only hoped that her prayers would be answered in time.

Zirondi pressed the point of one gnarled iron spike onto the upturned pale wrist. Remembering what he had heard about the nasty business of crucifixion, he probed the flesh for the Spot of Destot, that gap near the end of the palm that also avoided veins and tendons and bones. He needed this sacrifice to leave just long enough. Finding what he sought, he pressed the iron harder to hold his place and raised the mallet high into the heavy afternoon air.

August 22, 79AD: The Crucifixion

To Be Continued

