PO M PEI I AN D
HERCULANE UM

The original edition of Pompeii: A Sourcebook was a crucial resource for students of
the site. Now updated to include material from Herculaneum, the neighbouring
town also buried in the eruption of Vesuvius, Pompeii and Herculaneum: A Sourcebook
allows readers to form a richer and more diverse picture of urban life on the Bay
of Naples.
Focusing upon inscriptions and ancient texts, it translates and sets into context
a representative sample of the huge range of source material uncovered in these
towns. From the labels on wine jars to scribbled insults, and from advertisements
for gladiatorial contests to love poetry, the individual chapters explore the early
history of Pompeii and Herculaneum, their destruction, leisure pursuits, politics,
commerce, religion, the family and society. Information about Pompeii and
Herculaneum from authors based in Rome is included, but the great majority of
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I N T ROD U CTIO N

Pompeii and Herculaneum
Neither Pompeii nor Herculaneum was a particularly signiﬁcant Roman town.
Even within the region of Campania, they were not as large or as important as
Naples or Puteoli; not as fashionable as Baiae or Stabiae; not as strategically
important as Misenum, nor as celebrated in literature as Cumae. No inhabitant
of Pompeii or Herculaneum made a signiﬁcant impact on Roman literature or
politics. No crucial moments in Rome’s history hinge upon them.
Although the names of the two towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum are often
spoken in the same breath because of their shared fate, destroyed by the eruption
of Mount Vesuvius in October/November AD 79, the cities themselves were quite
distinct from each other in terms of their size and society. In fact, fundamental
differences are immediately apparent even in their archaeological record, because
although destroyed by the same eruption, the process of destruction was quite
different in the two cases. The town of Herculaneum, a mere 6 kilometres from
the crater of the volcano, suffered speedy destruction in the early hours of the
second day of the eruption, as the tremendous pyroclastic blasts and surges swept
down the mountainside, engulﬁng the town and its inhabitants. Pompeii was
destroyed a few hours later on the same day as the third of six surges reached the
northern wall of the town, with the ﬁnal three surges then overwhelming the rest
of the town too. These details are not just of antiquarian interest, since the
differing processes of destruction had a direct impact upon the archaeological
record. In the case of Herculaneum, the searing temperatures of the surges
carbonized wooden furniture and wax tablets. At Pompeii, the upper storeys of
buildings were ﬁrst damaged by volcanic fallout before the surges then completed
the town’s annihilation. It is often suggested that whereas Herculaneum
disappeared completely under some 20 metres of volcanic deposits that then solidiﬁed, some of Pompeii’s outline may still have been visible in the aftermath of
the eruption. Certainly, the site of Pompeii was plundered extensively after the
eruption, both immediately and through many centuries, before ofﬁcial excavations actually began there in 1748. Recent investigations have also revealed that
Herculaneum’s deep sleep also did not remain undisturbed, and traces of medieval
1
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tunnelling through the site show that the popular impression of a town that lay
undisturbed until Prince d’Elboeuf stumbled across the theatre in 1710 should now
be cast to one side. Neither city presents us with a potential time-capsule of life
frozen at one moment, despite popular images of bread still baking in an oven,
and paint pots complete with their pigments where fresco-workers abandoned
them. It is not the case that, if only the right archaeological techniques were used,
we could gain a full picture of daily life in Roman times, in towns frozen at the
moments of their destruction.
The other major difference between the two towns is one of scale. Whereas
Pompeii may have had a population of roughly 10,000–12,000 inhabitants over
an area of some 66 hectares, Herculaneum had a much smaller population, of
around only 4,000 inhabitants, covering approximately 20 hectares. Pompeii’s
urban origins extend back into the sixth century BC, whereas Herculaneum was
founded only in the fourth century. Both towns fought against Rome in the
Social War in the early ﬁrst century BC, but whereas Pompeii then became a colonia,
Herculaneum remained only a municipium. The chronology of their respective
urban development too was radically different, with Pompeii experiencing a
notable boom in public and private architecture during the second century BC.
Herculaneum, by contrast, had to wait until the Augustan period at the end of
the following century for a similar boom. For visitors to the two sites today,
Herculaneum seems to be dominated by private dwellings, whereas Pompeii
has a much richer diversity in architecture on display. Some of these differences
are real and not just apparent: Herculaneum had no amphitheatre, for example.
Nevertheless, it is essential to appreciate that Herculaneum’s major public buildings, including its Forum, market, theatre and basilica, remain underground.
Our purpose in writing this sourcebook is to allow the inhabitants of the two
towns to speak for themselves. Some of the written sources in this book – the
inscriptions carved in stone on public and private monuments – were intended to
perpetuate the memory of the individuals concerned, and, even if Vesuvius had
not exploded, a few would probably have survived into modern times like the
thousands of stone inscriptions from other parts of the Roman empire. But the
great majority of the documents in this sourcebook were not ‘written in stone’
literally or metaphorically. They include notices to advertise gladiatorial games
and endorsements of candidates in the local elections, written in paint upon walls;
business records and legal documents carefully stored away on wax tablets; grafﬁti
scratched upon walls for a purpose and casual scribblings. These are the documents
that Pompeii and Herculaneum preserve on a unique scale.
Oddly, these documents are considerably less accessible to most people than
the site of Pompeii itself. They are published in mighty tomes available in university
libraries, without translation, often without transcription and with commentary
in Latin. The aim of our sourcebook is to make accessible a representative sample
of this material to pupils studying GCSE and A level Classical Civilization and
their teachers, to university students, and to the visitor to the site who perhaps
2
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notices some of the Latin writing around the site and is intrigued to ﬁnd out what
it means, or who simply wants to learn more about the life of the people in Pompeii
and Herculaneum.

Notes on literary authors
Appian wrote a history of Rome’s civil wars in Greek during the second century
AD.
Cicero 106–43 BC; statesman and orator, who wrote proliﬁcally. His letters to
his close friend Atticus, not originally written for publication, often give an
intimate picture of his hopes and fears during the political turmoil of the late
Republic.
Columella originally from Spain, wrote a short work on trees, and a lengthy
handbook on agriculture AD c.60–65. Book 10, on gardening, is in hexameter
verse, while the other books are in prose.
Dio Cassius AD c.155–c.235; senator who wrote an extensive history, some of
which survives only in summary form.
Florus ﬁrst or second century AD; wrote an abridgement (or epitome) of Roman
history with special reference to wars waged up to the time of Augustus.
Frontinus AD c.30–103; best known for his work On Aqueducts, he also composed
a guide to military strategy.
Macrobius One of the topics covered in Macrobius’ Saturnalia, a wide-ranging
dialogue, set over the period of the Saturnalia festival of AD 383?, is a
discussion of witty sayings of and about famous people, taken from earlier
authors.
Pliny the Elder AD 23–79; wrote an encyclopedic work on Natural History
(which survives) and a history (which does not); commander of the Roman
ﬂeet at Misenum; died at Stabiae during the eruption of Vesuvius.
Pliny the Younger nephew and adopted son of Pliny the Elder. Witness of
Vesuvius’ eruption. He published ten books of Letters in the reign of Trajan.
Plutarch AD c.45–125; his Parallel Lives presented biographies of pairs of Greeks
and Romans. His Moralia deals with a huge range of topics.
Seneca the Younger 4 BC–AD 65; Stoic philosopher and tutor to the young
emperor Nero, forced to commit suicide after falling from favour. His Natural
Questions investigates natural phenomena.
Strabo geographer and historian, born in the Black Sea region, wrote in Greek
at the time of Augustus and Tiberius (late ﬁrst century BC – early ﬁrst century
AD).
Suetonius AD c.70–c.140; best known for his biographies of emperors, he had
earlier (under Trajan) composed a work, The Lives of Illustrious Men, taking
grammarians, orators, poets and historians as his subjects. The biographical
sketch of Pliny the Elder (included in his capacity as a distinguished historian)
survives only partially.
3
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Tacitus AD c.56–c.120. Orator and senator who wrote two major historical
works, the Annals, covering the period from the death of Augustus in AD 14
to that of Nero in AD 68, and the Histories from the civil wars of AD 68/9 to
the death of Titus in AD 81. Neither work survives in its entirety.

Notes on epigraphic sources
Pottery inscriptions
A great many inscriptions have been found on the clay vessels discovered within
Pompeii and Herculaneum, as throughout the Roman world. (In Rome, Monte
Testaccio, a hill 35 metres high, has been formed from amphorae dumped there,
and rows on rows ﬁll Pompeii’s stores.) These inscriptions, some scratched on the
clay by a sharp point, and others written in carbon or paint, were essentially labels,
usually abbreviated and needing only to be meaningful to one or two people.
Despite this, most can be read, and enough examples do survive to give us some
interesting glimpses of trade and life in the two towns. They are published mainly
in Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum IV.
Monumental inscriptions, dipinti, grafﬁti, wax tablets
The monumental stone inscriptions found at Pompeii before the twentieth century
are mostly published in Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum X (two fascicles), which is
supplemented by Ephemeris Epigraphica VIII. In addition, Giordano and Casale
(1991) published some of the inscriptions found in the period 1954–78. Otherwise,
inscriptions found since the 1950s are scattered through archaeological reports,
journal articles and monographs, and can only be tracked down by going through
Année Epigraphique, but even this does not pick up everything that has been
published.
Painted inscriptions (dipinti) and grafﬁti from Pompeii and Herculaneum, and
wax tablets from Pompeii can be found in the fascicles of Corpus Inscriptionum
Latinarum IV, with the latest supplement appearing in 2011, ed. Weber. A very
welcome tool is the publication of archive photographs of painted inscriptions in
situ, which have since disappeared through weathering, by Varone and Stefani
(2009). The Internet offers two major resources, in the form of scanned copies of
several fascicles of CIL (http://cil.bbaw.de/dateien/cil_baende.html#xvi) and
ILS (www.archive.org/details/inscriptionesla00dessgoog).
Giuseppe Camodeca is still painstakingly publishing the fascinating wax tablets
from Herculaneum, which give vivid glimpses into the everyday economic and
legal concerns of a cross-section of the town’s population. His insightful articles
unfortunately tend to appear only in specialist legal and epigraphic journals, but
deserve to have a much greater impact upon people’s perceptions of society at
Herculaneum, revealing, as they do, Roman law in action.
4

INTRODUCTION

Brackets
[]
()
<>
[[ ]]
{}

indicate part of the original text is missing from the stone.
indicate that the translation is expanding words abbreviated in the Latin.
enclose letters omitted by error from the original text.
indicate that part of a text has been deliberately erased in antiquity.
indicate explanatory notes.
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1
P R E- ROM A N P O MPE II
AN D HERCU LANE UM

The vast majority of our evidence for the early history of Pompeii and Herculaneum is archaeological. Scatterings of prehistoric artefacts indicate a long history
of activity on the lava plateau at the mouth of the River Sarno occupied by the
later town of Pompeii, but we have to wait until the sixth century BC for what
can be identiﬁed as a city to develop on the site. During that century, the Doric
Temple and sanctuary of Apollo were constructed, and an area of around 66
hectares was enclosed in a defensive wall. It had long been thought that it was
possible to discern in the current street pattern the less regular layout of the earliest
settlement at Pompeii. This so-called ‘Altstadt’, or ‘Old Town’, covered an area
of about 14 hectares. It is now clear, however, that this area was not an original
nucleus from which the settlement later expanded. Exactly what it does represent
is still much debated. Ten miles away from Pompeii around the Bay of Naples,
Herculaneum was a much later foundation, with the earliest evidence on that
site dating only from the fourth century BC, and was on a much smaller scale of
approximately 20 hectares. Nevertheless, both towns celebrated their mythological
foundations by the Greek hero Hercules (A3–6).
The earliest writing from Pompeii is scratched upon fragments of pottery,
notably in a deposit of votive offerings in the Temple of Apollo. Some of these
texts are dedications, while others record the identity of the owner of the pottery.
They range in date from c.600 to c.475 BC and are written in Etruscan. Otherwise,
the earliest decipherable writing from the site (second/ﬁrst centuries BC) appears
in Oscan, an Italic language used in parts of southern Italy. Written from right to
left, it uses an alphabet different from that of Latin, although some words mirror
Latin usage. Monumental inscriptions and grafﬁti in Oscan provide our main
documentary source for life in Pompeii before it came directly under Rome’s
control in the ﬁrst century BC (A11–17, A20–21, A27–30). These Oscan inscriptions give an insight into how the town was administered and what gods were
worshipped. Although a few of these inscriptions were still on public display in
AD 79, the majority were found where they had been reused as building material.
By contrast, only one monumental Oscan inscription has been found so far at
Herculaneum (A18), with only two other Oscan texts also known, a grafﬁto in the
Samnite House (Ins. V.1), recording possibly craftsmen’s signatures, and another
on a tile.
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