Analytical Report of The Villa Dei Papiri Complex in Herculaneum
Introduction:
[bookmark: _Int_ME7xf0tS]In order to analyse the ancient complex of hr Villa Dei Papiri or the Villa of the Papyrus, this report will look at the site, its history, the works, and preservation carried out at the site as well as material culture, decorations and architecture and physical remains of the structure. 
History:
History of the Area:
[bookmark: _Int_P3XKl4sv]The Villa Dei of Papiri complex is located at the archaeological site of Herculaneum[footnoteRef:31895]. Herculaneum is modern day Ercolano, Napoli in the Campania Region of Italy, the villa in question sits between Via Rome and Via Mare, though closer to the latter. In conjunction with the 79BCE eruption of the Mount Vesuvius volcano that destroyed Pompeii, Herculaneum, and nearby towns of Oplontis and Stabiae, which created the environment and sites excavated today; Herculaneum sits at the base of Vesuvius to the west[footnoteRef:8837] and as such could not have escaped the destruction. However, in comparison to Pompeii, Herculaneum is fairly well preserved. While Pompeii received the worst of the pumice and ash from the eruption, Herculaneum was mostly carbonised in the first pyroclastic flow and buried in the subsequent avalanches, as a result Herculaneum was mostly buried by the time of the flows that destroyed Pompeii[footnoteRef:11627].  [31895:  Ox.ac.uk. (2025). The Story of Herculaneum – The Herculaneum Society. [online] Available at: https://www.herculaneum.ox.ac.uk/index.php/the-story-of-herculaneum/ [Accessed 17 Jan. 2025].
]  [8837:  Britannica Editors (1998). Ercolano | Ancient Ruins, Archaeology & Vesuvius. [online] Encyclopedia Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/place/Ercolano [Accessed 5 Dec. 2025].
]  [11627:  Fowler, R.L. (2025). The Herculaneum Papyri. Manuscript and Text Cultures (MTC), 3(1), pp.84–105 (p. 84-85). doi:https://doi.org/10.56004/v3.1rlf.] 

History of the Building:
[bookmark: _Int_KMjMt9kY][bookmark: _Int_qGjU76j4][bookmark: _Int_c2y9zWmw]Before the destruction of Herculaneum, the Villa Dei Papiri spanned some 200 metres[footnoteRef:8070] by the seafront, a traditional Roman villa typically accepted to have been built in two stages with majority being built in the ‘first half of the first century BCE’ while the second, rectangular peristyle wasn’t built until the mid-century BCE[footnoteRef:24747]. Though the owner of the villa is unknown, there are several theories of who it might be, one of the oldest and generally accepted is that Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesonnius, father-in-law of Julius Ceaser [footnoteRef:4590] and wealthy Roman consul. Ownership of the villa is attributed to Piso due to that which it was named after, the library of papyri that was excavated from the site. A library consisting of what is now nearly 1800 scrolls that have been unrolled to reveal Greek philosophical texts[footnoteRef:22483] in large part translated as Epicurean philosophy attributed to Greek philosopher Philodemos. Translations that include drafts and notes thought to be for him (Philodemos) exclusively, which indicates that he built this collection and it was perhaps passed to Piso upon his death as Piso was his patron or that Piso housed Philodemos or at least his books. It is this connection to Philodemos that makes up a large part of the theory that the house is owned by Piso as the house is too extravagant to have been owned by Philodemos as a Greek and closest wealthy man to him is Piso [footnoteRef:955]. [8070:  Fowler, R.L. (2025). The Herculaneum Papyri. Manuscript and Text Cultures (MTC), 3(1), pp.84–105 (p. 86). doi:https://doi.org/10.56004/v3.1rlf.
]  [24747:  Capasso, M. 2011. Who Lived in the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum – A Settled Question?. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 89-114 (p. 91).
]  [4590:  Moormann, E. 2007, “Villas Surrounding Pompeii and Herculaneum, Chapter 28, In: J.J. Dobbins, P.W. Foss, eds. The World of Pompeii. London/New York, pp. 435-454 (p. 448).
]  [22483:  Moormann, E. 2007, “Villas Surrounding Pompeii and Herculaneum, Chapter 28, In: J.J. Dobbins, P.W. Foss, eds. The World of Pompeii. London/New York, pp. 435-454 (p. 448).]  [955:  Capasso, M. 2011. Who Lived in the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum – A Settled Question?. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 89-114 (p. 92-94).

Sider, D. (2005). The library of the Villa dei Papiri at Herculaneum. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, p. 2-7.

] 

Activity taking place:
Considering the location, building and even theorised owner, it can be inferred that that the villa is a domestic space, a large, expensive one but a domestic space, nonetheless. With its position on the seafront, and location in Herculaneum it would not be inaccurate to assume that it is a holiday home when taking Piso’s wealth as a Roman consul into account. The complex itself could be so extravagant – with 1,800 scrolls, statues and frescoes found within never mind the second peristyle with the Olympic sized water feature and expanse of the entire complex – as a type of show of status and may have held parties and festivities but it was a domestic space. 
Decoration and Architecture:
As previously stated, the villa complex is a traditional Roman Villa with the atrium and peristyle garden, more specific features include the two levels of foundation floors, the terrace and structure overlooking the sea, grand pavilion overlooking the sea including a swimming pool with stairs cut into the rock that leading the sea[footnoteRef:21199] not to be confused with the longer than an Olympic swimming pool (50x 25 metres with a depth of at least 2[footnoteRef:20701])  water feature found in the second peristyle garden[footnoteRef:25771].  [21199:  Guidobaldi, M. and Esposito, D. 2011. New Archaeological Research at the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 21-62, (p. 23).  
]  [20701:  liam@breezedevelopment.co.uk (2024). Olympic Pool Size: All You Need To Know. [online] Portrait Pools. Available at: https://portraitpools.com/olympic-swimming-pool-size-everything-you-need-to-know/ [Accessed 11 Dec. 2025].
]  [25771:  Fowler, R.L. (2025). The Herculaneum Papyri. Manuscript and Text Cultures (MTC), 3(1), pp.84–105 (p. 86). doi:https://doi.org/10.56004/v3.1rlf.
] 

The villa housed, besides the papyri, over 85 statues both busts and figures that were excavated between 1750-61 many of which were broken during excavation and had to be pieced back together or destroyed during the eruption. Sixty of these statues were made from bronze the other 24 from marble while many went unidentified many more were as mythical figures such as Silenius, athletes, rulers and politicians, poets, and philosophers. Several were of important Hellenistic figures, which combined with the epicurean philosophy adds credence to Piso being the owner as he was known for his interest in Greece. Many sculptures were explicit in nature such as Pan and a She-Goat, while common of the era upon discovery in the eighteenth century were hidden in rooms of museums rather than directly in the public eye [footnoteRef:1187] . There are also questions, considering the size of the villa whether the 85 statues were simply the only ones recorded by Weber during the excavations and if there were others there or taken and that not all of it is excavated so there may be more.  [1187:  Getty (2019). The Getty Museum. [online] Getty Museum. Available at: https://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/villa_papiri/inner.html [Accessed 18 Jan. 2026].
Moormann, E. 2007, “Villas Surrounding Pompeii and Herculaneum, Chapter 28, In: J.J. Dobbins, P.W. Foss, eds. The World of Pompeii. London/New York, pp. 435-454 (p. 448&450).
] 

Outside of statuary and papyri there are also frescoes within the villa, some were removed in the excavations in the eighteenth century, twenty-six of them properly identified as belonging to the Villa of the Papyri but others remain within the villa. Primarily in areas undiscovered by earlier excavations but found in the excavations in the 20th and 21st centuries, some remain on the walls particularly on the foundational levels of the villa  and are more than visible a mix of second, third and fourth style paintings of Ancient Rome while others are no longer in good condition, destroyed by the eruption and following pyroclastic flow, some of the paintings actually make up part of the debris halting  excavations due to the damage caused by pyroclastic flow filling in areas of the villa as well as access to other, unexplored areas of the villa[footnoteRef:6487].  [6487: Moormann, E. 2011. Wall Paintings in the Villa of the Papyri. Old and New Finds. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 63-78 (p. 63)

Guidobaldi, M. and Esposito, D. 2011. New Archaeological Research at the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 21-62.
] 

Further decoration can be found in the mosaics that cover the property and part of what lead to the discovery of the villa itself. Some remains of mosaics were found in the atrium of the opus tessellatum style while more were found in rooms accessible from the bourbon tunnels which were made in the early 20th century, and mosaics were found as flooring of the colonnade accessible through the square peristyle garden[footnoteRef:2984] [2984: Guidobaldi, M. and Esposito, D. 2011. New Archaeological Research at the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 21-62 (p. 28-30).
 ] 

Material Culture and Physical Remains: 
Physical Remains: 
[bookmark: _Int_A0uG37o5]Not all of the villa is excavated neither is it all unearthed, there is however a fair amount unearthed during the 20th/21st century excavations as all remained underground during the 18th century excavations. The western part of the atrium as well as part of the foundational floors are unearthed from what was excavated though the structure above the pool is collapsed. Further areas of the structure remain unexcavated in part due to Weber's excavations where they back filled as they delved deeper into the complex, leaving debris behind them but more completely because much of the structure is filled with pyroclastic flow from the eruption. These areas inaccessible are thought to be either fully filled in or simply destroyed from the eruption but the layering of the pyroclastic flow as well as debris from the complex itself makes it difficult to excavate[footnoteRef:26016]. [26016:  Guidobaldi, M. and Esposito, D. 2011. New Archaeological Research at the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 21-62.
] 



Material Culture:
The complex itself is a part of the material culture giving insight into not only the architectural style of the time but also the economic state of the era. Though it was built maybe thirty years before the eruption at Vesuvius it can still provide valuable insight as it still existed at the time of the eruption despite the earthquake in 63BCE the villa was still presumably intact or rebuilt and was not repurposed indicating there was at least some economic stability whether that applies to Herculaneum and Pompeii itself of purely the owner of the villa, that is debatable. Not only the building itself but everything found within there were numerous statuary as well as gold and silver trinkets found and excavated in the eighteenth century[footnoteRef:9073] provides insight to at very least the economic stability of the owner at the time of the eruption.  [9073:  Fowler, R.L. (2025). The Herculaneum Papyri. Manuscript and Text Cultures (MTC), 3(1), pp.84–105 (p. 87). doi:https://doi.org/10.56004/v3.1rlf.
] 

Further material culture is in what the villa is named after, the papyri themselves which as act as epigraphic evidence of the time or at least some of the philosophies of the time. However, it acts as material culture not only for philosophy – a philosophy which was likely important at the time to some extent, enough that a wealthy Roman consul would patron an obscure follower of it from modern Jordan - but into the actual culture of the time when Philodemos would have been patronised in a much different manner that exists today. The relationship between Philodemos and Piso contributes to a visual of the impact of the Roman Empire as only a Roman citizen and consul would have been wealthy enough to own such a building as the Villa Dei Papiri complex. 
The statuary, frescoes and mosaics give further insight into the styles and trends of the upper echelons of Roman society with the bronze and marble that the sculptures were made of but also what was important to the people of the time. Many political and philosophical figures were found but also mythological - in the modern world but religious to some extent at the time – figures as well as athletes and warriors not necessarily so different to social media and news of today where anyone and everyone, to a point, can post themselves across platforms but also incredibly different. 
[bookmark: _Int_7sg7h2yN]The papyri the villa is named after was carbonised in the flow, some sources maintain that the scrolls were mistaken for firewood and even destroyed in that manner, however Fowler argues that Weber’s reports make no note of this however techniques to read these scrolls ruined them in the process, from trying to unroll them to cutting them vertically and peeling them off layer by layer. More and more Papyri are however, being read safely with modern techniques of image scanning[footnoteRef:12931]. [12931:  Fowler, R.L. (2025). The Herculaneum Papyri. Manuscript and Text Cultures (MTC), 3(1), pp.84–105. doi:https://doi.org/10.56004/v3.1rlf.
] 

Excavations and Preservation:
[bookmark: _Int_FbhYH1cL]Excavations of Herculaneum were carried out in 1738 under the King of Naples, the Villa Dei Papiri was not discovered until 1750 when a mosaic floor was unearthed by farmers digging a well. This mosaic was part of the floor of a belvedere of the complex and was only a small part of the complex structure. Due to the subterranean nature of the villa after being buried in the eruption very little of the villa was seen in the original excavations, what was seen, however, was recorded extensively despite complaints of those funding in hopes of finding ‘treasure.’ The famous plan of the villa by Weber was created of a combination of what he experienced while excavating, the little of what he saw and descriptions from Pliny and others from the classical world[footnoteRef:17011]. [17011:  Arnold, D. 2011. En Foüllant à l’Aveugle: Discovering the Villa of the Papyri in the 18th century. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 139-154 (p. 140-141).

Ox.ac.uk. (2025b). The Villa of the Papyri – The Herculaneum Society. [online] Available at: https://www.herculaneum.ox.ac.uk/index.php/the-villa-of-the-papyri/ [Accessed 18 Jan. 2026].


] 

[bookmark: _Int_tVgGQFrz]The Villa was discovered again in 1986 and exposed to an extent via a trench and further excavations took place in the 1990’s. Much of earlier excavations caused a lot of damage and though the more recent excavations exposed more of the structure including the foundation levels and terrace very little was done in the name of conservation. 
There was not any conservation until after 1999 when plans were made to look further into the structure, though little could be done until after 2002 when the ground was dried. The complex sits thirty metres below the modern ground level, and the ancient beach is four metres below the modern shore, causing the ground to be sodden and unstable impacting attempts of excavation. The excavations that took place between 2007-2008 put a lot more emphasis on conservation while investigating the site [footnoteRef:20925] [20925:  de Simone, A. 2011. Rediscovering the Villa of the Papyri. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 1-20.  

Guidobaldi, M. and Esposito, D. 2011. New Archaeological Research at the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. In: Zarmakoupi, M. ed. The Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum: Archaeology, Reception, and Digital Reconstruction. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, pp. 21-62.

] 

Conclusion:
In conclusion, Herculaneum and the Villa Dei Papiri is in fair condition when compared to Pompeii and is flush with material culture that provides insight into the past. Despite the more destructive practices of past excavations, modern attempts are pulling conservation alongside discovery when exploring and excavating these sites and more is being learnt even today.
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