How can we use diet and food consumption patterns from Pompeii to investigate degrees of prosperity across the population? 
Pompeii offers an unusually rich case study for investigating patterns of daily life in the Roman world, owing to the exceptional preservation of its buildings, food remains, kitchens, shops, and material culture following the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE. This abundance of evidence has resulted in the use of artefactual and archaeological evidence as a means of reconstructing social and economic differences within the urban population. However, any attempt to link diet directly to wealth risks oversimplification. In this essay, ‘prosperity’ is understood not merely as the possession of material or fiscal wealth, but more broadly as a combination of economic means, social status, access to resources, and the ability to make consumption choices. Therefore, diet cannot function as a straightforward representative for prosperity. Instead, dietary evidence from Pompeii can illuminate relative degrees of prosperity only when interpreted critically and in conjunction with other forms of evidence. Building on Wallace-Hadrill’s characterisation of Pompeiian society as characterised by ‘fine gradations of status’ rather than stark social polarisation[footnoteRef:30502], this essay argues that consumption patterns reflect nuanced social positioning within a complex urban gradient. By situating dietary evidence within its wider archaeological and cultural context, food can be used as more than a simple indicator of wealth: it can be a tool to explore social stratification and the varying experiences of prosperity across the Pompeiian population.  [30502:  Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum, (Princeton University Press, 1994).] 

Diet is a valuable indicator of prosperity because food consumption reflects differences in access to resources, market quality, and social differentiation within a population. Food produce in the Roman world varied significantly in cost, accessibility, methods of preparation, and cultural values; meaning what people ate, and how often, could indicate prosperity levels. Greater dietary diversity, more frequent consumption of animal proteins, and access to imported or processed foods are often associated with higher levels of economic, and thus social, advantage. As Wilson emphasises, urban centres like Pompeii were embedded within complex systems of production, exchange, and distribution that extended across the Mediterranean[footnoteRef:25820]. Access to particular foods was therefore shaped not only by household wealth but also by levels of market integration, trade infrastructure, and the functioning of urban supply networks. Pompeii’s urban context is especially important in this regard as the presence of bakeries, markets, and street-food outlets such as thermopolia meant that food consumption patterns differed markedly from those in rural communities. In urban centres, prosperity could be expressed through consumption choices rather than self-sufficiency. As Garnsey argues, food consumption serves as ‘one of the most sensitive indicators’ of differentiation[footnoteRef:14925], both socially and economically, making diet a particularly useful lens for assessing relative degrees of prosperity in Pompeii.  [25820:  Andrew Wilson, ‘Trade, Commerce, and the State’, in The Oxford Handbook of Roman Studies (Oxford University Press, 2012). ]  [14925:  Peter Garnsey, Food and Society in Classical Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).] 

Archaeobotanical evidence from Pompeii provides important insight into the staple components of the urban diet, while also highlighting the limitations of using plant remains to assess prosperity. Carbonised remains of wheat, pulses, and fruits such as figs, olives, and grapes, are widespread across the site. Analysis of these remains has suggested that plant-based staples formed the dietary foundation for most Pompeiians[footnoteRef:3009], while meat and fish were consumed less frequently. Indeed, it suggests the relative stability of an ‘ordinary diet’ across social contexts, with grains and legumes dominating consumption regardless of status. This pattern reflects both economic practicality and cultural norms as such staples were affordable[footnoteRef:3189] and nutritious. As a result, the presence and acknowledgement of staple foods alone do little to differentiate degrees of prosperity. However, more subtle distinctions may be visible in access to refined or processed products, such as fine wheat flour; or the breadth in variety of fruits and nuts consumed, which may indicate a greater disposable income or improved market access. These interpretations must be treated cautiously, as archaeobotanical evidence is shaped by methodological biases, particularly regarding carbonisation and preservation conditions. As Rowan critically stresses, surviving plant remains reflect survival conditions rather than dietary frequency or importance[footnoteRef:21468], thus limiting their direct interpretive value.  [3009:  Erica Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society, (2017).]  [3189:  Wilson, ‘Trade, Commerce, and the State’.]  [21468:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.] 

Animal protein, particularly meat and fish, provides some of the strongest dietary indicators for assessing social differentiation in Pompeii, though the evidence requires contextual interpretation. Zooarchaeological remains demonstrate that meat from cattle, sheep, and goats appears in a wide range of contexts, indicating that the consumption of animal protein was not confined exclusively to elite households as older assumptions would suggest[footnoteRef:15328]. Instead, meat seems to have been consumed by many Pompeiians, albeit in small quantities and on an infrequent basis, suggesting that differences in dietary prosperity were expressed through frequency, quantity, and choice, rather than absolute access. Higher levels of prosperity may be indicated by a greater diversity of species consumed, access to larger or higher-quality cuts of meat, and more regular consumption patterns. Further nuance is offered by the remains of fish and shellfish. While Mediterranean fish conception was culturally embedded[footnoteRef:27774], as Purcell notes, access to marine fish was shaped by market systems and price differentiation. This is particularly relevant regarding processed products such as garum, which, as shown by archaeological evidence, ranged widely in quality and cost. Given this, Rowan emphasises that it should not be treated as a luxury good[footnoteRef:29975], as cheaper varieties were accessibl. Nonetheless, consistent access to higher-quality fish products likely reflects greater economic security, reinforcing animal protein as a relative, rather than absolute, indicator of prosperity.  [15328:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.]  [27774:  N. Purcell, ‘The Way We Used to Eat: Diet, Community, and History at Rome’, American Journal of Philology, 124(3).]  [29975:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.] 

Material culture and dining practices provide a crucial complement to biological evidence, shifting the focus from what Pompeiians ate to how food was prepared, presented, and consumed. Cooking and dining equipment varied considerably in quality and material, with ceramic tableware in use across most of the population, while vessels made of bronze and other metals were more costly and thus often associated with higher-status households. The number, durability, and decorative quality of serving vessels may therefore reflect levels of investment in dining as a social activity - a pattern which is further reinforced by architectural evidence. The presence of triclinia and other dedicated dining spaces within the houses of Pompeii indicates the emphasis on hosting[footnoteRef:16980] and participating in social significant meals, linking dietary prosperity to performance and display rather than mere nutritional intake. As noted by Wallace-Hadrill, dining constituted an important arena for ‘status negotiation’ and display[footnoteRef:22097] within Pompeiian society, functioning as a space where social positioning was asserted and contested. Wilson similarly emphasises that consumption practices formed part of a broader pattern of economic behaviour and status display[footnoteRef:23707], not simply subsistence. Investment in dining spaces, equipment, and presentation reveals social aspirations as much as fiscal prosperity, highlighting the symbolic dimension of food consumption. Taken together, artefactual evidence underscores that dietary prosperity in Pompeii was both economic and cultural, shaped by values of display, hospitality, and social distinction. [16980:  Andrew Wilson, ‘City Sizes and Urbanisation in the Roman Empire’,(Oxford University Press, 2012).]  [22097:  Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum.]  [23707:  Wilson, ‘Trade, Commerce, and the State’.] 

 On the social reverse, the diets of the non-elite are most clearly illuminated through evidence of street food culture and the widespread use of thermopolia. These establishments, often described as a form of Roman ‘takeaway culture’, were numerous across Pompeii and their presence complicates simple associations between prosperity and domestic consumption. While the ability to cook at home may reflect greater domestic resources, reliance on street food cannot be read as a straightforward indicator of poverty. Indeed, as Rowan argues explicitly, street food consumption was a ‘normal and widespread’ element of urban Pompeiian life[footnoteRef:1505], and therefore challenged elite-biased assumptions that equate eating outside the home with deprivation. Instead, dependence on thermopolia may reflect a range of factors, including limited living space, fluid household arrangements, and the practical demands of urban life. Moreover, eating at a thermopolium carried social value by offering opportunities for interaction and convenience, which was a crucial and embedded element[footnoteRef:31155] of diverse neighbourhoods. This evidence highlights the need to interpret non-elite dietary practices within their urban context, recognising that food consumption patterns reflect cultural norms and infrastructural realities as much as degrees of prosperity.  [1505:  Erica Rowan, ‘Street Food and the Urban Environment of Pompeii’, Journal of Roman Archaeology, 32 (2019).]  [31155:  Steven Ellis, The Roman Retail Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).] 

Bioarchaeological evidence from human remains adds an important dimension to the study of diet and prosperity in Pompeii by offering insight into long-term nutritional outcomes rather than short-term consumption practices. Lazer’s analysis on skeletal remains suggests that many individuals were relatively well-nourished by ancient standards, with little evidence of ‘chronic malnutrition’[footnoteRef:8358] or prolonged dietary stress. Isotropic analysis further supports this picture, indicating broadly similar dietary homogeneity across much of the population, characterised by a heavy reliance on plant-based protein[footnoteRef:9134]. This apparent dietary uniformity implies the existence of a shared nutritional baseline that cut across social divisions, suggesting that basic food access in Pompeii was relatively secure for many inhabitants. This does not, however, negate the presence of prosperity differences; rather, it indicates that social inequality was evident more through dietary variety, quality, and social practices. These findings must be interpreted cautiously for, as Lazer repeatedly stresses[footnoteRef:4617], skeletal samples represent victims the eruption rather than the entire population. Those who escaped likely included some of the wealthiest residents and are thus underrepresented. Moreover, specific groups such as soldiers, labourers, or migrants may not be adequately captured. Bioarchaeological evidence therefore supports dietary homogeneity at a subsistence level, while highlighting the contextual ambiguity inherent in interpreting human remains from Pompeii.  [8358:  Estelle Lazer, Resurrecting Pompeii (London: Routledge, 2009).]  [9134:  Rowan, ‘Street Food and the Urban Environment of Pompeii’.]  [4617:  Estelle Lazer, Resurrecting Pompeii (London: Routledge, 2009).] 

Despite the richness of Pompeii’s evidence, significant methodological limitations complicate attempts to use diet as a direct indicator of prosperity. Preservation bias is a major concern, particularly in the case of carbonised plant remains[footnoteRef:26662], which distort perceptions of dietary frequency by favouring foods exposed to fire rather than those commonly consumed. Contextual ambiguity further limits interpretation: food remains recovered from sites such as rubbish deposits or drains cannot be securely linked to specific households or social groups, thus negating assumptions about individual diets. Moreover, food consumption reflects cultural choice as much as economic constraint[footnoteRef:6026]. Preferences shaped by tradition, habit, religious practice, and taste mean that dietary patterns cannot be neatly mapped onto wealth or status. As Garnsey cautions[footnoteRef:27543], it is risky to assume that diet provides a straightforward reflection of prosperity, since reasons for consumption differ greatly depending on social context. Archaeological visibility presents an additional problem as many foods, particularly vegetables and dairy products, leave little or no trace[footnoteRef:9528] in the archaeological record. This is stressed by Rowan who argues that food remains cannot be treated as transparent consumption data, given their partial and biased survival. These limitations highlight the risk of over-interpreting dietary evidence in isolation and reinforce the need to embed such evidence within a broader social and archaeological framework.  [26662:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.]  [6026:  Garnsey, Food and Society in Classical Antiquity.]  [27543:  Peter Garnsey, Famine and Food Supply in the Graeco-Roman World (Cambridge University Press, 1988).]  [9528:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.] 

Dietary evidence from Pompeii can be used to investigate degrees of prosperity across the population, but only in a relative and carefully contextualised manner. Food cannot function as a simple proxy for wealth. Instead, the strongest indicators of prosperity emerge through patterns such as frequency of consumption, dining practices, and investment in material culture. As Rowan’s research[footnoteRef:31743] demonstrates, Pompeiian food culture challenges elite-biased assumptions by revealing economic variation within a broadly shared urban dietary framework. This is supported by Wilson’s emphasis on trade networks[footnoteRef:15679] and market systems, which shows that access to food was shaped by infrastructure and exchange, not solely by individual household income. At the same time, Lazer’s bioarchaeological evidence[footnoteRef:8578] tempers earlier assumptions of dietary inequality by pointing to a shared nutritional baseline across much of the population. Together, these approaches reveal Pompeii as a socially complex city marked by layers of economic differentiation rather than stark polarisation. Diet is therefore most effective as a tool for assessing prosperity when integrated with architectural, artefactual, and biological evidence; and is most helpful for illuminating social positioning within a common urban food culture rather than absolute wealth differences.  [31743:  Rowan, Food in Roman Pompeii: Diet and Society.]  [15679:  Wilson, ‘Trade, Commerce, and the State’.]  [8578:  Estelle Lazer, Resurrecting Pompeii.] 
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