
On one hand, historians would say it is good that we continue excavating historical 
sites such as Pompeii to see what else can be uncovered about Rome and Roman 
civilisation at the time. There is still around one third of Pompeii yet to be uncovered 
- what might be found? An excavation at the nearby town of Herculaneum revealed a 
library of carbonised books in the Villa dei Papiri, covered by the lava of Vesuvius in 
AD 79. These books afforded fresh insight into the classical world, for example, 
unseen works by  the Epicurean philosopher Philodemus. The majority of the 
literature discovered is in Greek and this leaves the question of whether there is a 
lost Latin library waiting to be discovered. Even though the remains appear as lumps 
of coal, revolutionary thermal imaging techniques have made it possible for 
historians to read them.  

Excavated sites such as Pompeii are a time capsule allowing everyone to view a 
Roman town as it was. The ruins of the town tell us much about aspects of life such 
as layout, different types of housing, shops, local politics and more. Historians and 
archaeologists support exposing artefacts as they believe that they are rescuing the 
lost world of Pompeii and there is little use having so much history hidden away 
beneath the ground when they could be on display. The city of Herculaneum was so 
well preserved beneath its tufo that even organic objects such as food could be 
studied and alongside objects such as cups and vases, we gain further knowledge of 
trade across the Roman Empire and beyond. 

In contrary to this, some historians would say that we should focus on what has 
already been found. They argue that the resources available should be used to 
preserve the ruins of Herculaneum that have already been uncovered instead of 
searching for a hidden library which may not exist. The planned excavations in the 
Villa dei Papiri require drilling through the tufo casing (a result of pyroclastic flow) 
around the Villa which would only expose more of the building, and any artefacts 
hidden inside, to natural, destructive forces including atmospheric pollution, frost, 
sunlight and rainwater damage. 

The fortunate geology that preserved Pompeii and Herculaneum so well 
counterbalances the human impact on these sites. Since the discovery of the ruins of 
Pompeii in the late sixteenth century we know that archaeological remains have 
been lost or damaged due to inexperience. An example of this was in the eighteenth 
century when a Swiss military engineer first explored the buried town of 
Herculaneum. He found some of the carbonised books but dumped a number in the 
sea as rubbish. We should therefore wait for better technology which might allow us 
to excavate sites and retrieve artefacts with little or no damage. 

In conclusion I believe that more funding should go towards initiatives such as the 
‘Great Pompeii Project’. We should leave intact for a while what is still underground 
while we focus on preservation. 


