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Vesuvius, A Papyrus Library and Cutting-edge Technology
The rapid advance of artificial intelligence (AI) has sparked serious debate and discussion across almost every facet of society. Perhaps the most recent example in academia is the use of AI and machine learning to tackle a specific historic challenge: ‘reading’ an ancient library of papyrus scrolls known as the Herculaneum Papyri, and what that means for scholars.
Since the 18th-century discovery of the Herculaneum Papyri, scholars have tried to unroll and read several scrolls using diverse methods, including weights, chemicals, gases, and even pulverisation. However, these efforts have, perhaps unsurprisingly, left the scrolls, at best, badly damaged and, at worst, partially destroyed, including PHerc.1667, the surviving fragment of a previously complete scroll (Kolirin, 2026).
Then came the Vesuvius Challenge, co-founded and launched in March 2023 by Brent Seales (Good in Progress, 2026), a computer science professor at the University of Kentucky who spent decades developing software to read these papyri without unrolling them, and by Nat Friedman and Daniel Gross, technologists and entrepreneurs with particular interests in exploring AI capabilities. “What the challenge allowed us to do was to enlist more than a thousand research teams to work on a problem that would normally have about five people working on it," Seales said.
In February 2024, the Vesuvius Challenge announced that the Grand Prize of $700,000 had been awarded to a team composed of Youssef Nader (an Egyptian PhD student in Berlin), Luke Farritor (a 21-year-old college student and SpaceX intern from Nebraska), and Julian Schilliger (a Swiss robotics student at ETH Zürich) who had worked together on PHerc. 1667. By building on their individual approaches to the Challenge, their AI models had not only met the Vesuvius Challenge criteria - four passages of 140 characters each with at least 85% of characters recoverable - but also included 11 additional columns of text, recovering more than 2,000 characters in total (Vesuvius Challenge, 2024). 
As impressive as these results unquestionably were, 2,000 recovered characters represented about 5% of the remaining scroll fragment. A team led by Papyrologist Federica Nicolardi of the University of Naples Federico II recruited the prize winners and built on their methods and work until Seales announced that the almost five-foot-long scroll of roughly 20 columns of ancient Greek philosophy had been read in full for the very first time (Wexler, 2026).  In a statement published on the 25th June 2026, Seales said that, “For nearly two millennia, many of these texts have been physically preserved but intellectually inaccessible. Today - after years of interdisciplinary work combining advanced imaging, artificial intelligence (AI), academic research and an innovation contest - we are finally able to read them” (Kolirin, 2026).
Nicolardi added that the team had found handwriting and other references which point to a possible 2nd or late 3rd century BC date, making PHerc. 1667 one of the oldest texts in the Herculaneum collection. “This papyrus had been declared completely unreadable,” she said. “Today, thanks to virtual unrolling, we can follow the author’s entire reasoning in many consecutive columns” (Giannopoulos, 2026).
Through the team's work, PHerc.1667 has been revealed to be a philosophical treatise on ethics, but the work did not end there. Three additional scrolls, PHerc. Paris 4, PHerc. 139 and PHerc. 172 have also been studied. PHerc. Paris 4 has independently confirmed the Grand Prize winner's reading of PHerc. 1667, PHerc. 139 has been identified as ‘On Gods, Book 8’ by Epicurean philosopher Philodemus (aitrove.ai, 2026), a major discovery because, up to this point, only Book 1 was known, and PHerc. 172 has revealed another 70 columns of Philodemus's philosophical writing, ‘On Vices, Book 1’ (Lavanga, 2026).
Why is this important, and how does it affect scholars and the academic debate about AI and machine learning? First, the technological advances made by the Vesuvius Challenge, plus the teams building on the work it enabled, have significantly reduced the time it takes to decipher a scroll. As Gianluca del Mastro, Professor of Papyrology at Naples’ University Campania Luigi Vanvitelli, said, “In the past, it would take more than one month to decipher one phrase. Now we get full texts.” (Lavanga, 2026).  Second, access to these and other extremely fragile and/or damaged scrolls will enable scholars to reexamine not just what we think we know of the ancient world, but to substantially add to that knowledge. Third, it is incredibly important to note that the technology developed for this work did not ‘read’ each scroll. Reporting on PHerc. 1667 Jan Bartek on ancientpages.com said, “Thanks to AI technology, scholars have now read the entire text…”. AITROVE - a commercial AI-tool directory’s blog - adds that, “The AI did not ‘read Greek’; it learned to separate a faint ink signal from an almost identical background signal, a task that defeats the human eye and conventional image processing alike. Turning that recovered signal into actual text still required domain experts. The model and the scholar are partners, and the breakthrough belongs to both” (aitrove.ai, 2026). UKNow goes further saying, “As new texts are emerging faster than ever from the carbonized papyri, the focus is shifting from the engineers and computer scientists designing high-tech tools to the experienced papyrologists, classicists and historians who can interpret, contextualize and ultimately bring these ancient works back into human knowledge” (Piercy, 2026). Perhaps the last word on this debate should go to Seales himself who said, “This is no longer just about imaging or machine learning. Now we need experts who can read, edit and understand what they are saying.” (Kolirin, 2026).
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