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Pompeii, a fully urban society: charting 
diachronic social and economic changes 
in the environmental evidence 
 

Roman meals as an indication of social and economic change 
 

Food in Roman society was a powerful visible marker of wealth, status, and ethnic and cultural 

differences between individuals. Unfortunately, the surviving ancient written sources do not provide 

details on a ‘standard’ Roman meal.1 The earliest surviving cookery book, De Re Coquinaria (On 

Cooking) by Apicius, likely dating to the late fourth or early fifth century AD, was only directedat a 

favoured affluent few.2 However, the archaeobotanical record provides critical evidence to fill in the 

gaps of the historical sources. In general, the diet of the Roman middling and lower classes, aside from 

local variations, was most likely heavily concentrated on cereals such as wheats, millets, oats, and rye, 

along with fruits such as olives and grapes.3 Dried or fresh vegetables and fruits, honey, a variety of 

nuts including walnuts, almonds, hazelnuts, pine nuts, and chestnuts, and animal protein from milk, 

cheese, meat and fish would have supplemented this diet.4 This article provides a synthesis of the 

known legacy and recent archaeobotanical evidence that both testifies to an established ‘standard’ 

Mediterranean diet for the city of Pompeii and also demonstrates changes in the number and diversity 

of plant species recovered over time. The variety of accessible foodstuffs to middling and lower classes 

and the shift in location of cereal crop-processing activities are not only indicative of cultural and 

political change, but more importantly, of economic change in Pompeii. 

During the Late Republican and Imperial periods cultural and gastronomic pressures surged 

with increasing contact with foreign cultures. Roman society was quickly transforming with the 

growing cash economy and the increasing wealth and expenditure of privileged groups within this 

newly expanded Roman world. New luxuries and foods were incorporated into the traditional Roman 

status hierarchies, even as these newly created rankings of food consumption were ‘destroying’ the 

Romans’ image of themselves as self-suffcient farmers.5 However, aside from mostly (biased) literary 

and artistic ideological representations, the so-called food of the others was not an issue for the 

Romans, whose diet was largely free of food taboos. Throughout the empire the tables of the elites as 

well as the middling and lower classes of Roman society, depending on their context, were laden with 

a wide range of local and imported food items.6 Simultaneously, these pressures had consequences 

for the ‘hard driven’ Pompeian traditional agricultural economy. With the creation of the Sullan colony 

in 80 BC, the city of Pompeii was forced into a tighter relationship with Rome, and there was an 

apparent growing importance of the city as a regional market. The production of olives, fruit, beans, 

perfume, cloth, fish sauce and wine was particularly important to the economy.7 Spices were known 

to have been traded into and consumed across the Roman world. Exotic trade goods have been  

discovered at Pompeii by Ciaraldi,8 such as black pepper and citrus fruit, and sesame by Zech-

Matterne, Tengberg and Van Andringa,9 which suggest that some of the items may have passed 

through the main Italian port city of Puteoli, on the Campanian coastline, implying that Pompeii may 

have been engaged to some degree with the trade networks throughout the Mediterranean Basin.  



2 
 

A survey of the botanical evidence from Pompeii.  
The earliest attempts to identify economic and edible plants from Pompeii and the surrounding villas 

came from the, often biased, ancient textual and art historical sources such as wall paintings and 

mosaics. Jashemski et al. 10 have argued that based upon these sources there is evidence for 184 

plant species, with an additional 95 species known from the pollen record, producing a grand total of 

279 plant species that were present at the time of the eruption in 79 AD.  

Over the course of the past two centuries of excavations at Pompeii a number of publications were 

produced on the palaeobotanical evidence; plant remains recovered from the AD 79 destruction 

horizon.11 Early discoveries of carbonised botanical remains from the cities of Pompeii and 

Herculaneum tended to be of easily recognisable food types such as whole fruits and pulses, often 

recovered in large quantities in dolia and the famous whole loaves of bread; both types found in a 

range of properties including shops, bars and private houses.12  

More recent environmental collection and research on stratified assemblages have been recovered 

from systematic modern excavations over the last thirty years,13 including the evidence from the 

gardens by Jashemski;14  the Porta Nocera Necropolis by Matterne and Derreumaux;15 taxon work by 

Zech-Matterne, Tengberg and Van Andringa;16 The House of Amaranthus (I.9.11-12) by Robinson;17 

the Herculaneum sewer by Robinson and Rowan;18 and Insula VI.I19 . The results of these analyses 

have revealed a change in the number and diversity of plant species recovered and represent a 

significant change in the economic history of Pompeii. Perhaps most importantly, the lack of cereal 

crop-processing waste recovered from contexts from the first century AD suggests that cereal 

processing was taking place in the hinterland as opposed to within the city itself, suggesting a spatial 

separation of agricultural tasks. This will be discussed in more detail below.  

Preservation biases  
Before delving into the data, it should be mentioned that urban archaeobotany, as carried out at the 

city of Pompeii, presents us with a number of diffculties and preservation biases: the presence of 

intact mosaics, floors, and construction events and secondary fills likely all contributed to the lack of 

preserved botanical material. The lack of rubbish deposits or obvious middens is also problematic. 

Ancient sources remark on some large cities, like Rome, having a rudimentary public refuse collection 

service. Thus, it is not improbable that a town the size of Pompeii may have also possessed a similar 

rubbish collection system, although no physical evidence of this has been recovered at this point. 

The Pompeian food economy 
Cereals were the most extensively cultivated crops throughout Roman Italy. The diet of middle and 

lower class Romans was heavily concentrated on cereals and included einkorn wheat (T. 

monococcum ssp. monococcum), emmer wheat (T. turgidum ssp. dicoccum), durum wheat (T. 

turgidum ssp. durum), common or bread wheat (T. aestivum ssp. aestivum) and barley (Hordeum 

vulgare).20 Motta21 found that the dominant wheat identified in her study of early Rome was emmer. 

This also corresponds to the results of other small assemblages from early Rome.22Pliny the Elder23 

writing in the first century AD, stated that emmer was the staple cereal of the Romans. Romans 

were regarded as ‘gruel (puls) eaters’, as emmer grains were traditionally pounded in a wooden 

mortar with water to create a type of gruel, which included pulses, or alternatively baked into an 

unleavened flatcake.24 Indeed, the archaeobotanical evidence supports this claim, as emmer was the 

main crop of the Mediterranean Basin and was grown throughout Roman Italy.  
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Despite the stigmatised status of millets in the ancient sources, the evidence from Pompeii suggests 

that both foxtail millet (Setaria italica (L.) P. Beauv.) and broomcorn millet (Panicum miliaceum (L.)), 

were never abandoned as a food source in the Roman diet.25 Millet occupied a useful niche, it was 

cheap to purchase as it was easy to grow in less favourable agrarian areas. Indeed, emmer, barley, 

and millet persisted into the first century AD despite ancient sources’ insistence of its less favourable 

status. Oats were likely not cultivated as a distinct crop until the beginning of the first century AD, 

possibly as a replacement for millet.26  

Pulses were widely used as an important source of protein in Italy. It has been suggested that the 

majority, and likely most consistent source, of protein found in the Etruscan diet came from pulses. 

Within the Roman diet, pulses would have been an important source of protein as well, particularly 

for the lower classes. During Roman times, the most important pulses for human consumption were 

broad beans (Vicia faba), chickpeas (Cicer arietinum), lentils (Lens culinaris) and peas (Pisum 

sativum). Beans appear to have been more favoured than peas. Vetches (Vicia ervilia and Vicia 

sativa) were the most common pulses recovered from Insula VI.I. Vetches, like millet, occupied a 

derided status yet likely offered a source of food in times of scarcity.  

A range of fleshy fruits were incorporated into a mediterranean standard assemblage, including olive 

(Olea europaea), fig (Ficus carica), grape (Vitis vinifera), pomegranate (Punica granatum), apple 

(Malus domestica), peach (Prunus persica), cherry (Prunus avium), blackberry (Rubus sp.) and melon 

(Cucumis melo). In addition, pine nuts (Pinus pinea), walnuts (Juglans regia), hazelnuts (Corylus 

avellana) and almonds (Prunus dulcis) were also present.  

Thus, wheat, barley, leguminous crops, and fruits such as grapes and figs formed the basis of the 

Mediterranean diet. This standard Mediterranean assemblage has been reinforced by 

archaeobotanical studies from Italy and other regions within the Mediterranean. Significantly, the 

growing corpus of ritual botanical offerings recovered from Pompeii suggests that ritual offerings 

were composed of the staples of everyday life within the Mediterranean world.27 These results 

accord well with Van der Veen’s28 terminology of funerary rite foods, which meet instrumental 

needs rather than being luxuries. the 

The rise of the ‘consumer’ city  
There is little evidence for cereal crop-processing within the city of Pompeii. It may have been that 

bakeries were receiving the cereal grains already dehusked from their rural suppliers in the 

surrounding hinterland. Taken as an index of Romanised urbanism, this lack of evidence supports 

Mark Robinson’s hypothesis that a fundamental change in agricultural processing took place at 

Pompeii after the institution of the Sullan settlement in ca. 80 BC.29 Thus, based upon this evidence, 

Pompeii can be seen as an urban centre by the first century BC. Likewise, similar changes took place 

in Rome with the presence of chaff within early pre-Roman deposits dating from the eighth to sixth 

century BC, followed by the disappearance of cereal processing by-products from some areas at a 

later date.30 

This type of developed urbanism with its lack of crop-processing evidence is significant, as it will not 

be seen in the archaeobotanical record again until the modern industrial age in the 19th century. 

This type of urban city is in contrast to later ‘agro-towns’ in the Middle Ages and the Early Historic 

period, in which farmers lived in minor urban centres but farmed nearby plots of land outside the 

city’s gates.31 Thus, at Pompeii, agricultural tasks were largely diverted to the countryside and  

inhabitants of urban centres became consumers, mostly divorced from the production and 

processing their own food.  
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The initial academic debate surrounding ‘consumer cities’ began with Finley’s adaptation of the 

Greek polis as the ideal ancient city as an economic model based upon Werner Sombart and Max 

Weber’s original description of the evolution of the ideal Western modern capitalist city. The 

‘consumer city’ was defined as a city, which is economically parasitic upon the agricultural 

production of its hinterland.32 It should be noted that this concept of a ‘consumer city’ was never 

intended for application to the ancient city and this is not how this term is being used in this paper. 

The ‘consumer city’ is in opposition to the ‘producer city’, in which agricultural produce from the 

surrounding countryside was purchased in part through the manufacture and export of luxury goods 

to the countryside and external markets. Although this terminology is considered outdated and too 

simplistic, this model was used in the recent past as the accepted theoretical framework for 

understanding the economy of the Roman city.  

Historical perspective on food  
Starting from the fifth to fourth centuries BC the Etruscan and Greek cities’ cuisine in Italy became 

increasingly sophisticated.33 The use of culinary practices and food to distinguish and mark social 

classes within Roman society increased in the third century BC, in conjunction with a decline in 

subsistence farming. Culinary influences from the Greek colonies in Magna Graecia in southern Italy 

increased throughout Italy at this time. Although we do not know the reaction in the city of Pompeii 

itself, the general approval by the Roman people to the brutal sack of Syracuse in 212 BC 

demonstrates the prevailing attitudes that Sicily and southern Italy had come to stand for the 

corrupting influence of Hellenistic cuisine and culture.34 

Conclusions 
With changing attitudes towards food and cuisine in Roman culture important economic and social 

issues can be examined. The archaeobotanical evidence from Pompeii and its hinterland suggest that 

the city was a fully urban consumer society by the first century AD with no evidence of cereal crop-

processing activities taking place within the city walls. Despite little evidence for exotics and trade, 

Pompeii at the time of its destruction would have been fully integrated into the Roman Empire and 

would have experienced all the benefits this integration would have offered in terms of the 

availability of food and resources. With continuing archaeological and non-destructive research 

activities in the city of Pompeii and surrounding areas of Mount Vesuvius, it is hoped that a fuller  

and more nuanced picture can be achieved for consumption and cuisine in the Roman world. 
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