
The Untold Story of Herculaneum: Pompeii's
Lesser-Known Neighbour

It was a sunny day in August of 79 AD when Mount Vesuvius unleashed its wrath,
burying the ancient city of Herculaneum under layers of ash, pumice, and molten
rock. Lost to the world for centuries, this lesser-known town, situated just a few
miles away from its more famous neighbor Pompeii, holds a captivating tale of
tragedy and preservation.

The Resurrection of Herculaneum

Unlike Pompeii, which was rediscovered in the 18th century, Herculaneum
remained hidden until 1738 when workers digging a well stumbled upon its well-
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preserved remains. Over the centuries, several excavation campaigns have taken
place, revealing a remarkably preserved ancient town frozen in time.
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Herculaneum, once a vibrant coastal city in the shadow of Vesuvius, boasted
luxurious villas, grand public baths, and an imposing amphitheater.
Archaeologists have uncovered intricate mosaics, colorful frescoes, and even
wooden furniture, offering unparalleled insights into the daily lives of its
inhabitants.

The Majesty of Herculaneum's Villas

Among the most remarkable discoveries in Herculaneum are the opulent villas
that showcase the extravagant lives of the wealthy elite. Enter Villa dei Papiri, a
prominent example, believed to have belonged to Julius Caesar's father-in-law.
Its once-splendid gardens, adorned with marble statues and rare plants, have
captivated archaeologists, who tirelessly work to unravel the secrets hidden
within its walls.
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The Villa of the Papyri, as it is sometimes called, is also home to one of the most
significant ancient libraries ever found. Buried beneath the volcanic rubble, this
collection of papyrus scrolls holds an invaluable trove of ancient knowledge
waiting to be deciphered, encompassing works of Greek and Roman literature,
philosophy, and science.

The Enigmatic Deciphering of Herculaneum’s Scrolls

The papyrus scrolls discovered in Herculaneum present a unique challenge to
modern scholars due to their delicate state. Unlike parchment or other materials,
the scrolls were carbonized by the volcanic eruption, transforming their substance
into a charred mass. Hence, attempts to unroll these ancient texts using
traditional methods have often resulted in their destruction.

However, advancements in modern technology have prompted new techniques
that enable researchers to peek inside these carbonized scrolls without causing
further damage. X-ray imaging, multispectral analysis, and implements of
computed tomography have provided hope for the eventual deciphering of this
enigmatic library, potentially revealing lost works from the ancient world that have
long been forgotten.

Herculaneum's Fateful Day

On that ominous day in 79 AD, the unsuspecting citizens of Herculaneum were
engulfed by a volcanic pyroclastic surge that reached temperatures of up to 900
degrees Celsius. In an instant, life was extinguished, and the town was forever
buried under layers of volcanic debris.

The eruption preserved Herculaneum in a unique way. The intense heat
carbonized organic materials, such as wood and food, leaving behind hollow
voids. Centuries later, archaeologists injected liquid plaster into these voids,



creating detailed casts of the victims’ final moments. These ghostly images serve
as a poignant reminder of the town's tragic fate.

Visiting Herculaneum: A Journey Through Time

Today, Herculaneum stands as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, attracting
countless visitors from around the globe. Situated close to Naples, Italy, it
provides an opportunity to step back in time and witness the eerily well-preserved
remnants of an ancient civilization.

Walking through the streets of Herculaneum, visitors can explore the ancient
houses, marvel at the vibrant frescoes, and imagine what life was like before
Vesuvius unleashed its fury. It is a humbling experience that transports us to a
distant era, where we gain a deeper appreciation for the fragility of life and the
power of nature.

The Eternal Legacy of Herculaneum

Herculaneum, though tragically destroyed, has left an enduring mark on history.
The town's preservation has immensely contributed to our understanding of
ancient Roman life and culture. With ongoing restoration efforts and
advancements in archaeological techniques, Herculaneum continues to reveal its
secrets, safeguarding the memories of its former inhabitants for generations to
come.

As we reflect upon Herculaneum's fateful encounter with Vesuvius, we are
reminded of the impermanence of human achievements and the importance of
cherishing the legacies left behind by those who came before us.
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The excavations at Herculaneum are an anomalous cultural phenomenon. At the
beginning they are more like a mining operation, perilous and exhausting. When
the enterprise began in the eighteenth century, in the depths of underground
passages dimly lit by lanterns and torches threatened by the mofèta (firedamp),it
was disordered and often disastrous. But the digging yielded the most
extraordinarily beautiful artworks.
This is a revised edition of the book born following the headline discoveries at the
beginning of the 1980s that radically changed the story of ancient Herculaneum:
the shore, the victims who died from the eruption of 79 always denied even by
renowned scholars, a boat and parts of others, sculptures and amazing jewellery.
In this edition the reader will also find a new detailed account of the early
excavations of Herculaneum beginning in the eighteenth century with the
exhausting exploration of the tunnels, the unprofessional open-air enterprises of
the Bourbons and the risorgimento, and on to the work of Amedeo Maiuri who
took charge from 1927.
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