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FIGURE 4.4  Pompeii. 
Due to a catastrophic 

eruption of volcanic 
ash, Pompeii is one of 

the best-preserved 
cities in the world, pro-

viding an excellent 
glimpse into the every-
day life in a Roman city 
during the first century 

AD.
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have been abandoned, therefore, are usually devoid of artifacts that would have had a 
relatively high perceived value among the inhabitants.

NATURAL SEDIMENTS IN ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES

In between periods of occupation and after the final abandonment, many different 
processes bring natural sediments into a site, which often cause its complete burial. 
The natural decay of organic matter eventually contributes to soil formation, which 
in itself can bury a site. Sediments are also brought in by water, such as rivers, tides, 
and rising lake and sea levels; through mass movement, such as slides or flows; and 
through the air, such as wind blowing sand over a site. Sediments in archaeological 
sites may also have been transported and deposited by glaciers.

Burials of sites are usually slow, but occasionally they are sudden and can happen 
almost instantaneously. Many sites throughout the world are buried by mud slides, 
avalanches, and volcanic eruptions. The most well-known is the site of Pompeii in Italy.

The city of Pompeii, along with Herculaneum and some smaller settlements, was 
completely buried by ash from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79. Because of 
the quick burial, Pompeii provides a glimpse into everyday life rarely found in the 
archaeological record. In most cities, people take their valuables when they leave, and 
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