The eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79AD preserved Pompeii in exceptional detail, offering rare opportunities to investigate everyday life in a Roman town. With one of the most informative forms of evidence being dietary remains, which provide modern day archaeologists and historians with an insight into patterns of food consumption and by extension degrees of the prosperity across the population. Diets are a valuable tool for figuiring out the socio-economic status, as access to diverse food like seafood, exotic imported food and animal protein was closely tied into occupation, wealth and social position in the Roman world (Pate 1998). The evidence of remains found in Pompeii allows scholars to reconstruct what people ate as well as how food access varied socially within the city (Jashemski et al. 2002; Scarpato 2015), However, while dietary evidence offers powerful insights into economic differentiation, this must be interpreted cautiously and critically, acknowledging preservation biases and the influence of cultural practices that may complicate direct correlations between diet and prosperity.
Dietary reconstruction at Pompeii relies on a multitude of different material and scientific examples of evidence that cover a range of different archaeological contexts. With one of the most significant sources being archaeobotanical material. Including carbonised seeds, plant remains and fruit stones, storage areas and sewer deposits, these all indicate the routine consumption of different foods. (Jashemski et al. 2002). Data such as this is reinforced by zooarchaeological evidence like fish bones and animal remains. Which show us they had access to animal protein and marine resources. Analysis of food waste recovered from drains has further showed to demonstrate that certain areas of the city ate a much wider variety of food, including imported fish and luxury items, which suggest uneven economic access between some neighbourhoods (Ellis 2018). In addition to this, stable carbon and nitrogen isotope anaylis of human skeletal remains found at pompeii provide us with biological evidence for long term dietary intake and changes, that also show variation in protein sources that correlations with social and economic differentiation instead of there being a uniform diet (Pate 1998). These approaches allow us to see a nuanced assessment of prosperity, while also showing the need to situate dietary data within their separate archaeological areas.
Interpreting food consumption patterns as indicators of prosperity relies not only on the preservation of material remains but also on the analytical methods employed to study them. Elevated nitrogen levels, for instance, are typically linked to a higher intake of animal or marine protein, which are foods that were more expensive and thus not evenly available. In contrast, archaeobotanical analysis concentrates on identifying plant species and evaluating their prevalence in various contexts, enabling researchers to distinguish between staple foods and rarer or imported items (Jashemski et al. 2002). These scientific methodologies are enhanced when integrated with spatial analysis of waste deposits, which can uncover consumption patterns at the level of streets or insulae, rather than presuming uniform access throughout the city (Ellis 2018). From a methodological standpoint, this approach allows for the evaluation of prosperity through both biological indicators and archaeological distribution, while circumventing dependence on any singular line of evidence.
Evidence from Pompeii and Herculaneum suggests that the consumption of food was not uniformly distributed among the urban populace but rather mirrored the existing social and economic hierarchies. Research involving stable isotopes reveals significant differences in protein consumption, with certain individuals showing markedly higher nitrogen levels indicative of regular access to animal or marine protein, while others exhibit profiles predominantly characterized by plant-based staples (Pate 1998). Such disparities are unlikely to be attributed solely to personal choice, given that marine fish, preserved seafood, and meat were relatively costly and reliant on market availabiliy and financial means. Archaeological findings from sewer systems further support this analysis: drains linked to affluent neighbourhoods contain a wider variety of food remnants, including shellfish and imported goods, while those from less wealthy areas are primarily composed of cereals and legumes (Ellis 2018). This distribution implies that wealth not only affected the quantity of food consumed but also its diversity and quality. These trends challenge the notion of a usual 'Pompeian diet' and instead uncover a food economy where access to dietary options served as an indicator of socio-economic status within the community.
Despite its significance, dietary evidence doesn't provide a straightforward assessment of prosperity in Pompeii. A main issue is preservation, in which organic materials are not easily preserved, resulting in certain foods being more likely to be found in the archaeological record than others, irrespective of their frequency of consumption (Jashemski et al. 2002). Moreover, food waste discovered in drains typically consists of mixed deposits from multiple households, complicating the task of associating specific foods with distinct social groups with certainty (Ellis 2018). Stable isotope analysis also presents limitations, as it indicates long-term average consumption patterns rather than short-term fluctuations or sporadic access to luxury items (Pate 1998). Additionally, dietary habits were influenced by factors beyond wealth, such as age, gender, occupation, and cultural practices, which can obscure the connection between food consumption and economic status. Consequently, dietary data should be analysed with archaeological context and social evidence, rather than being regarded as a standalone indicator of prosperity.
Despite its significance, dietary evidence doesn't provide a straightforward assessment of prosperity in Pompeii. A main issue is preservation, in which organic materials are not easily preserved, resulting in certain foods being more likely to be found in the archaeological record than others, irrespective of their frequency of consumption (Jashemski et al. 2002).
 

Moreover, food waste discovered in drains typically consists of mixed deposits from multiple households, complicating the task of associating specific foods with distinct social groups with certainty (Ellis 2018). Stable isotope analysis also presents limitations, as it indicates long-term average consumption patterns rather than short-term fluctuations or sporadic access to luxury items (Pate 1998).
Additionally, dietary habits were influenced by factors beyond wealth, such as age, gender, occupation, and cultural practices, which can obscure the connection between food consumption and economic status. Consequently, dietary data should be analysed with archaeological context and social evidence, rather than being regarded as a standalone indicator of prosperity.
A comparison between Herculaneum and Pompeii shows how diet can reflect different levels of wealth and economic focus, as although both towns were destroyed in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79AD, their respective food evidence suggests distinct consumption patterns. Studies of human remains from Herculaneum indicate a highter overall intake of marine proteins, likely linked to its closer connection to the coast and stronger involvement in fishing and trade (Scorrano et al. 2021). This contrasts with Pompeii as data shows a greater reliance on plant-based foods for much of the population as well as a more limited access to seafood for lower status individuals (Pate 1998). 
The dietary evidence found in Pompeii and Herculaneum gives us a great look into the differences in wealth among Roman urban communities. By examining archaeobotanical remains, food waste, and stable isotope analysis, we can see that access to animal protein, marine resources, and a variety of foods was not equal, highlighting economic and social disparities. When we compare the two towns, it becomes clear that geography and local economies played a big role in food availability, which makes it hard to draw direct connections between diet and wealth. Although dietary data alone can't fully measure prosperity, when we pair it with archaeological context, it creates a helpful framework for understanding the social and economic differences in the daily lives of Romans.
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