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A papyrus scroll containing an account of Plato’s final hours was buried in ash
when Vesuvius erupted

Papyrus scrolls carbonised by Vesuvius
recount Plato’s last evening

Imaging technology has deciphered a manuscript written about
the Greek philosopher’s final hours, in which he criticised a slave
girl's musical skill

Rhys Blakely, Science Correspondent

Monday April 29 2024, 3.40pm, The Times

< Share [] save

A papyrus scroll that was buried under metres of volcanic ash
when Mount Vesuvius erupted nearly 2,000 years ago may have
revealed how Plato, one of the fathers of western thought, spent
his final hours.

The Greek philosopher, who was the founder of the first
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The scroll includes a previously unknown account of how one of
history’s most influential figures spent his last evening,
describing how Plato listened to music played on the flute by a
Thracian slave girl. It claims that he was unimpressed and
criticised her sense of rhythm.

Until recently, the scroll was completely unreadable
D P PAVONE

The technology assesses differences between how light bounces off words and
paper
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suggests that Plato was mentally lucid until the end. “Until his
very last hour, he was able to express an aesthetic judgment,”
he said.

The description is part of the History of the Academy by
Philodemus, a poet and philosopher who lived in the 1st century
BC. “It is the oldest history of Greek philosophy in our
possession,” Ranocchia said.

ADVERTISEMENT

Until now, however, it had been unreadable: it is written on a
roll of papyrus that was charred and rendered almost entirely
illegible when Vesuvius erupted in AD79, burying both Pompeii
and the smaller nearby Roman town of Herculaneum in metre
upon metre of pumice and ash.
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Vesuvius, in the Bay of Naples, erupted for about 18 hours in AD79
ALAMY

The scroll had been kept in a grand villa in Herculaneum. The
building, which was was discovered in 1750, was thought to have
once been owned by the father-in-law of Julius Caesar. Since
then, generations of scholars have searched for ways to read the
contents of its library. Although still only partially excavated,
the “Villa of the Papyri” has been found to contain hundreds of
scrolls, many of which were transformed by the heat of the
volcano into what amount to brittle ingots of black carbon.
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Shortwave hyperspectral imaging produces legible writing from the charred
manuscript
AAAS

The Philodemus scroll describing Plato’s life was painstakingly
unrolled during the 18th century — a process that was later
abandoned because the carbonised papyrus often ended up
being completely destroyed.

But even when the scroll was unravelled, most of the writing
was indistinguishable. Ranocchia and his colleagues are the first
people to decipher it in 20 centuries. They used a range of
techniques, including shortwave infrared hyperspectral
imaging, which detected tiny differences in how light bounced
off the black ink and the blackened papyrus on which it was
written.
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World in 10
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View terms

Scholars believe that Philodemus would have had access to
earlier sources than Diogenes Laertius, a biographer of the
Greek philosophers who lived in the 3rd century AD, whose
account of Plato’s life was influential.

ADVERTISEMENT

Philodemus’s history also describes Plato as hosting a visitor,
referred to only as the “Chaldean guest”, on his last night alive,
possibly in his apartment inside the Academy. This was despite
him suffering from attacks of fever. “He exercised his duties;
hospitality was sacred for the Greeks,” Ranocchia said.
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Ancient ruins in Herculaneum, the smaller settlement that, with Pompeii, was
destroyed by the volcano
GETTY

Last week, it was reported that the Philodemus scroll had also
revealed new details of how Plato was buried in a garden at the
Athens academy, near a shrine to the muses. It also appears to
rewrite a significant element of his biography. It had been
thought that Plato was sold into slavery in 387BC by Dionysius,
the tyrant ruler of Syracuse, to curb his growing influence.

The team from the University of Pisa are the first to decipher the scrolls in 20
centuries

DANILO PAVONE CNR ISPC
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when the Spartans conquered the island, or alternatively in 399
BC, immediately after the death of Socrates. That would have
been before he amassed followers of his own.

“He was young, he had not yet founded his school, he had not
yet become a leader, he had not yet written any of his famous
dialogues,” Ranocchia said.
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M M Greenhead

15 HOURS AGO

Absolutely yes.

Reply - ¥¥ Recommend (44) - Share

M Mr Gary Gray

15 HOURS AGO

OhIdo so agree.

Reply -+ v¥ Recommend (35) < Share

S 1reply

S Simon King

10 HOURS AGO

Indeed. Much better than the garbage ‘first person’ and Daily

Mail stuff that is now cheapening this paper.

Reply - ¢¥ Recommend (4) - Share

& Show 2 more replies

Louis Sheehan
17 HOURS AGO

Just WOW!

Reply - ¥¥ Recommend (130) - Share

M M Driscoll

16 HOURS AGO
Yes! Wow!

Reply - % Recommend (23) - Share

C Atkinson

17 HOURS AGO

Excellent report - I hope we will see updates as this project
uncovers new text.

Reply - v¥ Recommend (125) - Share
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interesting stutt.
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S 1reply

H Hugh Mackay

17 HOURS AGO

A testament to how patience and restraint can be rewarded in the
very long term. Because these documents were left essentially
unharmed by earlier investigators, frustrated as they must have
been, we are now able to read them with a technology finally
equal to the task. This has not always been t...

See more

Reply - ¥ Recommend (114) - Share

M Martha Watkins

17 HOURS AGO

All this is so incredible. I am so happy that the contents of these
carbonised manuscripts are being brought back to life and we, in
the XXI century can know more about life 347 BC, when he died,
S0 many many centuries ago.

Reply - ¥ Recommend (74) - Share

A Andrew McNamee

15 HOURS AGO

Absolutely agree, and we have the hope that the other papyri
in the villa will give us so much more. As someone who is
often uneasy about the role of tech in life today, delighted to
see it serving such a positive purpose.

Reply - v¥ Recommend (30) - Share

M MDevlin

17 HOURS AGO

"The Greek philosopher, who was the founder of the first
university, the Academy, died in Athens in about 348BC, having

1 1 . f o~ a1 P 1 coA . 1 "
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See more (Edited)
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Steve Leegood
17 HOURS AGO

[ suspect poor grammar, or subediting. Would “and was the
teacher of Arisotle” work for you?

Reply - ¢ Recommend (16) - Share

Rhys Blakely

17 HOURS AGO
Replying to Steve Leegood

Thanks Steve - yes, exactly this -- it will be corrected.

Reply - ¥ Recommend (16) - Share

M Devlin

17 HOURS AGO
Replying to Steve Leegood

It would be accurate, at least.

I think basic knowledge of the Classics would have been a
baseline requirement for writing in the Times not so long
ago.

Reply + ¥¥ Recommend (3) - Share

D Dolphin

5 HOURS AGO
Replying to M Devlin

They are still deciphering the charred instructions.

Reply - v Recommended (0) - Share

Dannys Cody

17 HOURS AGO

Submit your cv to TOL, they desperately need you. Thank
you.

Reply - ¢¥ Recommend (11) - Share
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& Show 3 more replies

R robert everitt

16 HOURS AGO
The slave girl was reported to have said,"everyone's a critic these
days".

Reply - ¥ Recommended (60) - Share

[. Lucy Collins

16 HOURS AGO

I'd have thought she'd be more stoic than that...

Reply - ¥ Recommend (38) - Share

B BRiddell

16 HOURS AGO
Good for her.

Reply - ¥¥ Recommend (6) - Share

(G Gerald McKeever

12 HOURS AGO

His comment was sour grapes. Apparently she had also read
one of his manuscripts and commented "it's all Greek to

me-.

Reply -+ ¥¥ Recommend (2) - Share

& Show 3 more replies

A Antony Payne

17 HOURS AGO

When science and history join hands we get more than a glimpse
of the past. We get Plato being critical of a slave girl's playing on a
flute. Hopefully the technology will reveal further gems from the
past.

Pompeii and Herculaneum are revealing more and more.

— B 1w
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Dannys Cody

15 HOURS AGO

You have a noble profession.

Reply - ¢¥ Recommend (3) - Share

S 1reply

M MMarron

16 HOURS AGO

This is why I still take the Times. It makes a change from the
gossipy tittle tattle that has taken over in recent years

Reply -

P

v Recommend (30) - Share

Paul Bickerdike

15 HOURS AGO

I much prefer the gossipy tittle tattle of a couple of millennia
ago.

Reply - ¢ Recommend (25) - Share

J JPotter

16 HOURS AGO

Pretty amazing to be living through this

Reply -

C

v Recommend (18) - Share

Chris Cottrell

13 HOURS AGO

I actually find it ridiculously exciting that this technology
exists and has the potential to fill in the gaps of our
knowledge. Those writers where you hear “he was known to
have written 17 books but only 3 survived” will hopefully
have more of their work found. Thrilling.
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