How can we use diet and food consumption patterns from Pompeii [and/or Herculaneum] to investigate degrees of prosperity across the population?

Pompeii was a large Roman town (nowadays considered a city) located in Campania near Naples, the town was destroyed by the Mount Vesuvius eruption in 79 AD. Before the destruction Pompeii was considered to be a thriving urban centre with high amounts of agriculture, trade, production and economy. Pompeii was located near major Mediterranean trade routes as well as fertile volcanic soils which was a significant benefit for local agriculture and long distance exchange. 
When it comes to researching Pompeii we have a lot of information because of the way it was preserved by the eruption, burying the town in ash and pumice. This created a snapshot of Roman life at the time, preserving many things from architecture to food. Using this evidence we are able to infer much about the diet and food consumption of this old Roman town.

The level of preservation at Pompeii gives us the rare opportunity to examine everyday Roman life, one of the most revealing aspects being food. While food is a biological need, it also represents various other aspects of life. The food remains found at Pompeii can give us knowledge about the culture and economics of the town, this is because food can depend on resource access, markets and social status. By looking at the archaeobotanical remains, stable isotope data and animal bones we can analyse food consumption patterns to insinuate how prosperity would have been distributed throughout Pompeii and even to its neighbouring town of Herculaneum. We can also look at the manifestations of economic inequality in daily life.
Food remains found at Pompeii show a complex and flexible food system. The floodplain of the Sarno River was fertile and supported the local cultivation well, however this did not make the town self-sufficient. Pompeii was shown to rely on a mix of local produce, regional supply and imports from long distance exchange. This system gave them access to differentiating food provisions which also made it so diet could be a proxy in some ways to show wealth and status.
The base of the Pompeian diet would have been various cereals and legumes, these would have provided their main caloric intake. Archaeobotanical evidence also indicates a widespread existence of barley, wheat and pulses, including broad beans and lentils. Analysis done of stable carbon and nitrogen isotopes confirm that the crops were grown under very varied conditions, which also portrays the local cultivation and presence of imported supplies. This diversity in products also reflects the importance of cereals in Roman societies, as the distribution and market availability of grains would have been an important part of daily survival for most of the town’s inhabitants.
Cereals being essential and fairly affordable meant that having access to them was not particularly a signal of wealth or prosperity. However, there is evidence to show uneven investment in the agricultural production such as different manure or water regimes. Barley that had been well watered and broad beans with more intense management would have required more labour and resources, from this we can infer the existence of producers or consumers that had a higher economic capacity. Poorer households would have relied on locally grown produce and minimally processed cereals to focus on a subsistent diet. This means that while these foods would have been widely consumed by all, the quality and reliability would have been inconsistent, prosperity being expressed through the ability to control the management and access to the crops.
Looking at animal products also gives us a view into the social classes of Pompeii, with zooarchaeological and isotopic evidence showing diverse but uneven meat consumption throughout the town. In similar form to the cereals, domestic animals including pigs, sheep, cattle and goats were present in most places, however would have had different management levels depending on the social class of the producer or consumer.
Pigs specifically exhibit variation in nitrogen isotope values, these findings suggest a variation in the diet of the animals, some being fed household scraps or protein rich waste and others being fed more plant based diets
This difference also implies that there may have been different ways or amounts of meat consumption within different households. To access pork or beef regularly would likely have required disposable income as well as participating in market exchange and storage space. Wealthier consumers would have been able to obtain better quality meat and more frequent consumption, with poorer households often relying on cheaper products such as offal and only occasionally consuming meat.
Imported foods would have also been a signifier of economic wealth and social class, people in higher social classes would have had the opportunity to eat imported foods such as dates and sometimes legumes more often, with it being a rarer luxury for those of lower social class.
Pompeii was also a rather fancy place architecture-wise, with big buildings, an amphitheatre, and fancy frescoes made from imported materials. This shows Pompeii as a place with a high social class which also reflects on the food and diet.
Aside from economics, diet also operated as a social signal. Roman cultural values associated certain foods with status, refinement, and moral character. White bread, high-quality wine, and certain meats were known to be markers of distinction, while coarse grains and simple pulses were more often associated with poverty or a more rural lifestyle. Even when the actual nutritional differences in the food were modest, symbolic meanings amplified the contrasts.
Food preparation and context of the consumption mattered as well. The presence of bakeries, thermopolia (Roman structure similar to a modern fast food restaurant), and household kitchens shows different food strategies across the social groups. Wealthier households would host private meals featuring diverse ingredients, meanwhile poorer residents relied more heavily on the street food and communal provisions. These patterns reinforce the idea that prosperity wasn’t only about what people ate, but also how and where they ate it.
Stable isotope analysis is important to figuring out these patterns, but it also has methodological challenges. Bulk carbon and nitrogen isotope data often show overlapping values between food categories, making it difficult to quantify the exact proportions of food. However, this overlap also reflects the complexity of Roman diets, where cereals, legumes, terrestrial animals, and fish all contributed to nutrition in varying combinations.
Regardless of the difficulties, isotopic data being integrated with archaeobotanical, zooarchaeological, and contextual evidence remains a powerful tool. Variation in isotopic signatures across plant and animal remains confirms the theorised diversity in the production, sourcing, and management of the diet of the citizens of Pompeii, which in turn reflects differing economic classes. Rather than offering a single solid Pompeian diet the evidence found points to multiple diets that differ by wealth, occupation, and social position.
Conclusion
The diet and food consumption patterns from Pompeii and Herculaneum provide a valuable window to the degrees of prosperity within Roman urban society. Staples such as cereals formed a shared dietary foundation, but differences in crop management, access to animal protein, consumption of fish, and use of imported foods reveal significant economic inequality. Wealth influenced not just the quantity of food consumed, but also its quality, variety, and symbolic value.
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