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The Roman Household 
Alison Jeppesen- vVige/.sworth 

Literary evidence of Roman family life exists for only a limited segment of the 

population: the upper classes. Death, however, was common to all, and there was 

great social pressure to bury and commemorate the deceased in Roman society. 

Epigraphical sources in the form of funerary commemorations-that is, tombstone 

inscriptions or epitaphs-are, therefore, reflective of a vvider population. All could 

afford at least a modest burial , with the exception of the very poorest of Romans 

(who might be given anonymous burials in open pits that also contained dead ani­

mals and garbage). Since tombs tended to house the remains of many members of 

individual households, epitaphs are among the best sets of evidence for the family 

life of the non-elite. It must be admitted that epigraphical evidence presents its own 

interpretive problems, often raising as many questions as it answers. For example, 

epitaphs tend to be expressed according to accepted formulas, making it difficult to 

gauge the sincerity behind the sentiments. Nonetheless, funerary commemorations 

present unique evidence for non-elite families and can help to illuminate the reali­

ties of household relationships .1 

The following inscription demonstrates the potential of tombstone epitaphs to tell 

us about the realities of the familial relations and dynamics of the non-elite: 

May malicious evil be absent from this monument. To the Spirits of the Dead: 

Scribonia Attice made this for herself and for Marcus Ulpius Amerimnus, her 

husband, and for Scribonia Callityche, her mother, and for Diocles, and for 

all her freedmen and freedwomen and their descendants, with the exception 

of Panaratus and Prosdocia. This monument must not follow an external heir.2 

This inscription is found on a household tomb at Isola Sacra, a necropolis (literall y, 

" city of the dead") about 30 kilometres from Rome. As we shall see, the Roman 
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Figure 5 .1 Photo ofTomb 100, Isola Sacra. Tomb of Scribonia Attice, a midwife, c. 140 CE. Left panel: Re lief of 
Scribonia's husband bath ing a patient's foot. Centre panel (not shown, text given above): Inscription. Right panel: Re lief 
of Scribon ia Attice delivering a child.© A lison Jeppesen-Wigelsworth 

household was expected, in Roman law and ideals, to circle around a male authority 

figure-the paterfamilias-while women existed to fulfill supporting roles of duti­

ful wife, mother, or daughter. Yet here we have Scribonia Attice, a midwife, as the 

dedicator of the tomb. The tomb depicts equally her work (delivering a baby) and 

her husband's (he was a physician) in two relief panels (see Figure 5.1 ). She com­

memorates her husband, but he had nothing to do with the building of the tomb (he 

may have died before she had it built). It is her mother who is also included in the 

inscription. No children of her own are mentioned; perhaps Scribonia Attice was not 

a mother or was a mother no longer. Instead, the tomb would welcome the remains 

of others: a male (whose single name suggests that he was a slave), Scribonia Attice's 

former slaves, and their children. Scribonia Attice, childless professional woman, 

wife, daughter, slave owner, and patron of her freedmen and freedwomen, is at the 

centre of this familial unit. This family would be deemed atypical in light of literary 

and legal evidence, but it was probably, in reality, very ordinary. 

Introduction 

To investigate the Roman household is, in many ways, to investigate Roman society 

itself. The ancient household cannot be explored in isolation from either the private 

or public aspects of Roman society, given that the family and familial concerns have 

relevance to all facets of Roman life. It is therefore unsurprising that, in the last 

40 years, studies of the Roman household and family have formed a cornerstone 

of Roman social history. Topics of interest have ranged from Roman marriage and 

divorce to children and childhood, intergenerational relationships, bonds between 
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free and servile household members, demographic considerations (such as the age 

at first marriage), and the "shape" of the Roman family (was it nuclear, as ours tend 

to be, consisting of parents and children, or extended, embracing step-parents, half­

siblings, slaves, and freedpersons?) . These studies have exploited sources of infor­

mation that stretch beyond the legal texts and male-authored literature that have 

generally informed more traditional historical investigations. They have made use 

of, for example, inscriptions, papyri, and archaeological findings, revealing a more 

nuanced impression of the family and household in the ancient Roman world than 

is evident in the literary sources alone. These same sources and studies have also 

allowed for some perspective on the families and households of the Roman non-elite. 

This chapter explores different aspects of the Roman household-its members, their 

relationships, and its physical structures. It examines the stereotypes of the Roman 

family and presents the more recent arguments that have overturned them. 

Terms, Concepts, and the Shape of the Roman Family 

Suetonius (Ner 50.1; Dom. 17_3) includes a fascinating detail in his biographies of two 

of the most hated Roman emperors, Nero and Domitian: their childhood nurses ensured 

their proper burial, since they were the only people who still cared for them. This infor­

mation points to a critical difference between modern and Roman society. For us, the 

concept of ''•family" is probably more relevant than "household," but when we discuss the 

Roman family we almost always end up discussing the Roman household. The reason for 

"' u 
0 
0 ,.., 
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this is simple. Members of a Roman household do not always correspond to members of 

a modern family, as illustrated by the example of Neros and Domitians wet nurses, non­

blood relations with whom bonds could nonetheless be important and lasting. 

There are n-vo Latin terms used to indicate the household: Jamilia and domus . These 

words have overlapping but not identical meanings. Familia is often translated as "fam­

ily" but more often means the members of a household who were under the legal power 

(patria potestas) of the "father of the household," or paterfamilias. As the eldest free 

male in the household, the patc1familias had legal authority over free and non-free mem­

bers of his household (Dig. 50.16.195-6; see more on this power below), but the absolute 

nature of patria potestas should not be exaggerated. Few adult Romans were likely to 

have a living pate1familias, and few women entered into their husbands' potestas , much 

less that of their husbands' fathers. Domineering patresfamilias were unlikely to have 

been common during the period under consideration here. Furthermore, the entirety 

of a Roman family was not made up only of those biologically tied to the paterfamilias. 

Although the word Jam ilia included the biological descendants of the pate1f amilias and, 

by the second century BCE, usually excluded his wife (although she might be referred to 

as the materfamilias3), it was often used to refer specifically to the household's slaves. 

Domus, on the other hand, is closer to our understanding of family as it implies the 

members of the household 'vVidely defined (children, spouses, slaves, and other relatives 

on both the fathers and mother's sides) . But it also includes the physical house where the 

members lived. 4 As the concepts of both f am ilia and do mus suggest, the Romans in many 

ways had a wider understanding of family than we do. Furthermore, it is clear that the 

family did not consist simply of parents and children; that is, the Roman family was not 

strictly nuclear but extensive. It was most probably marked by divorces, deaths, remar­

riages, step- and half-children, siblings, and parents and was a conglomeration of free, 

freed, and servile persons, bound both legally and (often) emotionally 5 

The potential complexity of household membership is evident on tombstone inscrip­

tions , which are sometimes perplexing to the modern reader. Consider the following 

epitaph from Rome: 

Titus Pompeius Reginus, son of Titus, made this for himself and for Titus 

Pompeius Reginus, son of Titus, his brother, and for his mother, Valeria, daugh­

ter of Gaius, and for his father, Gnaeus Pompei.us, and for Gnaeus Pompeius, 

son of Sextus, his stepfather, and for his wife, Posilla. (CIL 6.24501) 

This inscription leaves us with more questions than answers. Why does Titus Pompeius 

Reginus have the same name as his brother? Was the name reused because the brother was 

older and died young' Why is their father referred to as Titus, then Gnaeus? Did Valeria 

remarry after her husband's death, or were all still alive at the time of commemoration? 



98 Themes in Roman Society and Culture 

Even with these questions, the epitaph is an excellent demonstration that the Roman 

family could be convoluted. 

Household Members and Relationships 

Cicero tells us that the degrees of respect and duty that a free male Roman citizen owes 

to the members of his household vary and exist in descending order: he is responsible 

first to his parents, then to his dependants (children and slaves), and, lastly, to his other 

relatives (see Box 5.1). It is interesting to observe that, although she is ranked first for 

companionship elsewhere (Cic. Off. 1.54), a vvife (coniunxluxor) is not explicitly included 

on the list of those deserving dutiful attention. Certainly a man must have a vvife: in order 

to have legitimate children, he had to be legally married to their mother. A man could, of 

course, have illegitimate children, but legitimate offspring were required for the perpetu­

ation of the familial name(s) and the transmission of property and familial ritual. Indeed, 

the goal of any Roman household was the continuation of that household. This meant 

legitimate children and legal marriage, although, as previously stated, a vvife was rarely a 

legal member of her husband's f am ilia after the second century BCE. 

Wives and Marriage 

For marriage to be considered legitimate, three criteria usually had to be met by the 

partners. First, they had to be Roman citizens (or belong to a community that had been 

granted the right of intermarriage vvith Roman citizens). Second, they had to be of min­

imum age, probably 14 for boys and 12 for girls. (The average age at which people 

actually got married is unknown, although estimates range between early and late twen­

ties for boys and mid-teens to early twenties for girls. 6
) Third , they could not be too 

closely related. If the couple met these requirements, they were considered to have the 

legal capacity to marry (conubium). 7 

Primary Source 

Box 5.1: Cicero, On Duties, 1.58. 

But if there were a contest or a comparison about who should get most of our dutifulness, then first 

would be our country and our parents to whom we are obligated for the greatest benefits. Next would 

be our children and our whole household (domus), who look to us alone and who have no other shelter. 

And finally, our relatives who are well disposed to us and with whom our fortune is held in common. 



5 Jeppesen-Wigelsworth I The Roman Household 99 

There were two possible forms of Roman marriage. Historians call the first and older 

form marriage cum manu and the second marriage sine manu (the Romans did not use 

titles to describe the two categories). Although the latter was the norm for most of Roman 

history (certainly by the first century BCE), its unique nature can be understood only in 

the light of the former. The word manus means "hand" and, by extension, "authority" or 

"control." In the context of marriage, it is used to indicate the legal authority, potcstas, of a 

husband over his wife. If a woman entered into a marriage cum manu, she was henceforth 

under the legal authority of her husband (or his patc1familias, were he still living). She 

would be a 1ega1 pan of her husband's Jamilia and would wor­
ship the same household gods as her husband. If her husband 
died without a will, she would stand to inhe1it as if she were his 

Compare Chapter 9, pp. 209- 10, <~ 
on household religion. 

daughter, but she would not inherit from her own father's family This form of marriage, 

however, became increasingly rare over the span of the Republic.8 By the end of the second 

century BCE, it was used only for the marriages of certain priests, such as the_namen dialis. 9 

Marriage cum manu was largely replaced by marriage sine mcmu. The differences 

between this form and its predecessor concern the amount of independence that a woman 

had from her husband and inheritance patterns. A woman who entered into marriage 

sine manu did not pass into the power of her husband and was not a legal member of his 

f am ilia. She retained the worship of her birth family's household gods and, perhaps most 

important, inherited from her father. Legally and financially, she was independent of her 

husband and would be independent (sui iwis) upon her father's death, although she would 

still technically have a legal guardian (tutor). This form of marriage also invested her with 

a greater ability to divorce her husband. Although she required her father's permission to 

do so, the law considered his consent to be given if he did not explicitly object. 10 

Since a woman was under her mvn paterfamilias' potcstas, her father could also legally 

force her to divorce her husband and marry another man. It is unlikely that this practice 

happened often, although there is evidence of a situation of political jockeying in which 

a would-be bridegroom attempted to persuade a father to do just that (Plut. Cat. Min. 25, 

52). Quintus Hortensius, seeking an alliance with Cato the Younger, asked to marry his 

daughter Porcia, even though she ,vas already married with two children. Once Porcia 

gave him a son, Hortensius was willing to divorce her and allmv her to return to her pre­

vious husband. Cato refused to force Porcia's diYorce, perhaps recognizing, giyen what we 

know of Porcia's personality from other sources (see, for example, Cic. Att. 15 .11), that 

the potential fight with his daughter was not worth it. Instead, Cato divorced his own 

wife, Marcia, so that she could marry Hortensius. He did so with the consent of Marcia's 

father, who would not give her in marriage to Hortensius without her ex-husband's agree­

ment and presence at the wedding; the two men, father and ex-husband, jointly gave her 

in marriage. Six years later, Hortensius died. Marcia, who had never produced a child for 

Hortensius, inherited the bulk of his estate and returned to Cato . 
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Though Plutarch could find nothing wrong in this situation, it is clear that Catos pol­

itical enemies did. 11 Indeed, Plutarch quotes Julius Caesars accusations of wife-trafficking: 

If Cato loved Marcia, why would he divorce her: If he did not want to be married to her, 

,vhy would he take her back: According to Plutarch (Cat. J\,fin. 52), Caesar believed that 

this was a political alliance cemented by the exchange of a woman. It is hard not to agree 

that this tale, one of the most bizarre stories of Roman marriage, was a most blatant case 

of marriage-seeking for political advant:1ge and heir production. It :1lso demonstrates both 

the continued lcg:11 authority of :1 father over his adult d:mghter if she married sine nwmt 

and the fact that some, like Cato (if not M:1rcia's father), might be hesitant to use it. 

v\lhen contcmpb.ting women's experience of marriage sine nwnu, it is likely that 

the continued legal authority of a father ewer his d:mghter was less impowmt than the 

financial considerations. Couples married sine mcmu were financially separate; therefore, 

the property of the wife's natal familia was ne,Tr at risk of alienation. A woman married 

sine mwrn did provide a dowry to her husband to cover her livi.ng expenses, and he could 

use it for the duration of their marriage. However, it was legally hers or her family's; in 

the case of divorce, it had to be paid back to her or her father. Husband and wife were 

not even normally permitted to give gifts to one another, as doing so clouded owner­

ship. This is not to say that generosity between spouses was completely absent or that a 

wife did not contribute to the family. Indeed, wives performed critical economic duties. 

A wife was the guardian (wstos) of the household. In a small household , a wife's ability to 

estimate the family's usage of its products could mean the difference between survival and 

starvation. In a larger household, this economic role would be even more complex, involv­

ing the management of multiple houses and brge numbers of slaves as well as significant 

amounts of personal property. t 2 

Terentia and Cicero provide a good example of how separate finances might work 

within a marriage and how much a wife might contribute. Tcrentia was married sine 

nwnu, and she appears to have heen .mi iuris for much (if not all) of her marriage. She 

owned a great deal of property (including various farms and blocks of buildings), some 

of which she sold in order to aid her husband while he was in exile ( Cic. fo111. 14 .1; Att. 

2 :+) . Cicero was horrified at this decision. He could not stop Terentia from selling her 

property, but he was guilt-ndden over the fact thilt his actions had made it necessary 

for her to try to support him and thereby possibly put her financial security (and their 

children:=; future inheritances) at risk. In supporting her husband, Tercntia proved herself 

to be Cicero·s "very faithful" (~dclissima) wifr, but her faithfulness is illustrated through 

actions she took autonomously for the good of the family in a perilous situation. 

As the la\\'s of Roman marriage differ from modern unions, so do the ideals of mar­

riage. Roman unions were not supposed to be based on notions of romance or passion, 

although these clements might be present or develop bter. 1farital relationships were 

supposed to be formubtcd for the good of the broader family, to produce legitimate 
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offspring. An ideal marriage was one characterized by harmony between the spouses 

(concordia). It is possible that the concept of concordia is best described in the negative­

it might imply uncomplaining attitudes or a lack of arguing rather than the presence of 

emotional warmth-but it also suggests a mutually respectful attitude between partners, 

one based on the recognition that each put familial concerns above the personal. Partners 

should confide in each other and seek each other's advice.13 

The ideal of marital concordia should not be taken to indicate, however, that Roman 

marriages could not be affectionate. There are many examples marked by the sort of 

happiness that resonates with modern readers. Cicero's devotion to, and reliance upon, 

Terentia is one; their seemingly abrupt divorce after 35 years of marriage continues to 

surprise readers of his letters to her. Augustus and Livia were married for 53 years (Suet. 

Aug. 62). Livia's son from her first marriage, Tiberius, so deeply loved his wife, Vipsania 

Agrippina, that care had to be taken to keep them apart when he was forced by Augustus 

to divorce her and marry his stepsister, Julia (Suet. Tib. 7) . Pliny the Youngers third wife, 

Calpurnia, was so devoted that she slept with his letters under her pillow (Plin. Ep. 6. 7). 

Examples such as these can easily be found, and they indicate that affection between 

spouses was fostered and found social approval. 

Cicero's family exemplifies both the presence of marital concordia and its absence. 

Terentia, for example, acted as Cicero's friend and partner in all aspects of the familia's 

interests, advising Cicero on personal and even political matters until their divorce in 46 

BCE. 14 In contrast, Cicero's brother Quintus did not enjoy the same marital harmony in 

his marriage to Pomponia, the sister of Cicero's friend Atticus (see Box 5.2). Quintus and 

Pomponia married, probably at the suggestion of Atticus and Cicero and in keeping with 

normal marital practice, to forge a family bond between two friends. 15 The marriage, as 

Cicero's letter indicates, was fraught with squabbles and bad feelings. It reached the point 

that Cicero and Atticus felt that they should intervene in their siblings' relationship in 

order to establish (or restore) a measure of concordia, showing that concerns over marital 

harmony clearly extended beyond the married couple to include siblings and in-laws. 

This situation also indicates how complex family relationships could be. When Cicero's 

brother was unhappy, Cicero was unhappy When his daughter, Tullia, was distressed in 

her marriage to Dolabella (her third husband), Cicero was beside himself. Concern over 

family members' marital contentment is palpable. 

It is safe to say that divorce existed in Roman society, but it is impossible to tell how 

often it occurred or by whose standards it was "common." For example, should it be 

measured by contemporary North American standards? Absolute percentages of mar­

riages ending in divorce in Roman society cannot be guessed at, nor can we tell if divorce 

rates were higher among the elite or non-elite. But certainly divorce was not unknown, 

and remarriage was usual, either after divorce or the death of a spouse. Despite the 

Roman ideal, death and divorce made it difficult to achieve a long marriage, and women 
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Box 5.2: Cicero, Letters to Atticus, 5.1.3. 1 

Tu Atticus al Rome, from 1v\i11turnc1 e, May 5·1 llC 

I hilve never seen <1 nything more gentle and pac iii c Ih a11 my hrolher's anitude towards her (his w ife 

a11d f\lticus·s sister. Pompo 11i Jl . . . Qu i11tu s s:iicJ. in th e kincl est way. "l,0111pcrni ;:i, w ill you ,1sk th e 

womi,'n in and I' ll get· the boys?" Both w hat he sa id 11nd hi s i11te:nlio11 :i nd m anner were perfect ly 

pl eJs<1 nt, ,11 least it sc'emed so to me. Pomponi ,1, hClwE:v<:' I', :rn swer·ecl in nu r· hea r·ing "I ,1m a gu(-'Sl 

lll )'Seli her·e ." .. . Qui11lus se1icl ICJ Ill <:' "There ' Th,11 is th e sor·t of Ihi11g I h,ive to put up wi th E· E:ry 

clay." You'll s;1y "What was th ere in that. pr;;i y?" ,\ good dea l. I nwse lf was quite shoc:kecl. Her wc)rcls 

and manner wer •' sn gr,1tuilou sly rude •.. In a worcl, I rec•l t my brother could 1101 have hi:,en more 

forbearing no r your , ister ruder. And I have li:,ft ou t .1 number oi thin gs th ,11 annoyed me al the t·ime 

more th an they r,licl Qui11tus ... Well. you may tell her to her foce th,1t in my juclgl"me11 L her I11a11I1ers 

th.:il d.:iy ldt· something to be des ired. I have told you nbou l thi s, pE:rhaps ;:it gree1 ter length th;in was 

necessa r·y, In show you thc11 lc,)ssn ns c111CI adv ice ,1r -' c:;1 ll ec l I·m rrom you r side .:is we ll ::is ir·om mine. 

Note 

I . Tr11ml~tecl Ii )' Sh,1ck le10 11 IJ ,,ile)' i"I 999, 1.24-lj. 

\.Vere unlikely to remain unmarried, especially given that marriag1c was often m:cessary for 

their economic stability u, lt w:is once thought th:it rern:irriage by Roman women was :i 

contravention of a closely held ideal of female behaviour, the Lllti \' im, or the \,vom:m who 

was married JUSt once. However, H:innc Sigismund Nielsen's recent work on inscription:il 

e1'idence suggests th:lt this ideaL although an element of the mornlizing ideology of the 

Augustan period , ,:vas not really in full force until the bter Chris tian period. Then:: are 

71 epitaphs that use this term (or ::t v::iriation of it) to commemornte women, only 29 of 

which date betwic:cn 200 BCE and 200 CE, with only three pre-daLing the Augustan period. 

The remaining 42 date to the Christian period.17 

To this point, discussion has focused on legal m:irriagc, which was just one of the 

affective relationships prt:scnt in Roman society As mentioned abovt:, mari tal relation­

ships net:ded to meet three requin::mrnts to be considered legitimate. Intent, however, 

was also needed , particularly on the p:m of the male: he needed to consider himself 

married in order to bt: married. lf intent w:1,; lacking-a si tuation that appears to have 

been normal in relationships between men and women of diffrrent status (often, but 

not exclusively, freeborn men and their freedwomen)-thc relationship was not called 
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marriage but concubinage. 18 A union in which one (or 

bOLh) of the. partners lacked not the intent bur the legal 

capacity to marry, often because one or both were slaves, 

was called contubernium. Slaves might, therefo~-e. not call 

Compare Chapter 13, p. 287, <­
on the use of similar terminology in 

a military context and Chapter 4, 
p. BS, on slave fami.lies. 

themselves spouses (coniunges) but companions (contubernalcs, literally, "tentmates"), a 

term that recalls the basis of their relationship as fellow slaves. 19 

The realities of both concubinage and contubernium can be quite difficult to discover. 

Did they mimic legal marriage or were they something quite different? For example, legal 

sources occasionally indicate that a concubine who was the freedwoman of her partner 

was to be held to the same standard of behaviour where sexual fidelity was concerned, 

while a contubemalis was explicitly not held to this account by the law. But, as Susan 

Treggiari observes, the fact that the law "could raise the question of adultery at all shows 

how contubernium was compared with marriage." On the other hand, funerary inscrip­

tions praise ,vives and concubines with different terms, suggesting that ideals of behav­

iour were not identical. 20 Sources perhaps do not contradict each other so much as they 

present the breadth of possibility 

While the continuation of concubinage depended upon the intent of the male part­

ner, the continuation of slaves' quasi-marital relationships depended entirely upon the 

goodwill of their master (dominus). He might choose to allow the couple to live as though 

they were married or he might decide to sell one or both partners or their children in 

different directions (children born to servile parents belonged to their parents' master and 

were known as vernae, "home-born slaves"). Slave partners might attempt to reunite or 

to impart legitimacy to their relationships if one member gained his or her freedom and 

could buy (and then free) the other. This transaction, however, also depended upon the 

goodwill of the master to sell the slave and to set an achievable price. 21 

Parents and Children 

Since the purpose of Roman marriage was the production oflegitimate offspring, children 

were an essential element of the Roman household, the means of providing a continuous 

line of inheritance and ensuring the maintenance of familial ritual. We can see the central­

ity of the parent-child relationship in Cicero's hierarchy of duty (see Box 5.1): children 

must be dutiful to their parents (parentes, their pater and mater) first and foremost, a 

responsibility that is reciprocated in a measure greater than to all others, save only that 

shown to their own parents (should they be alive). This ideal is witnessed on tombstone 

inscriptions, as commemorations of children often state that they were most dutiful (pien­

tissimus). As the funerary medium of this evidence suggests, however, the spectre of death 

(of either child or parent) was ever-present and, as we shall see, influenced both Roman 

child-rearing practices and our understanding of intergenerational relationships. 
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In the study of Rom:m familial rdations, the relationship of the patafcimilius to his 

descendants has rect:ived special attention, as he had the greatest responsibility for the 

preservation of his Jamilia :md was therefore also endowed with the greatest legal pow­

ers over its members. The legal meaning of the term patt:1Jm1ilias hRd less to do with 

emotional relationships and more to do with property ownership; the patc1familil1S was, 

as far as the law was concerned, an estate O\\'Ilcr. 22 The concept of ownership, however, 

extended to the living members of his household who were under his patria potcstas , 

as the law appears to have invested him with the power of life and death (vitae nccisqw.: 

potcstas) O\'er his slaves and his children throughout his life. 23 Despite evidence point -

ing to fond fathers (Cicero, for example, doted on his daughter Tullia; he affectionately 

referred to her :-is "Tulliola," or "little Tullia," in his correspondence and ,v::is dc\'ast::ited 

by her dcath), 24 scholars long embraced the vision of the Roman household led by a cruel 

and heartless patc,jamilias . In reality, however, his powt:r was circumscribt:d by his own 

mortality and by law. 1fany Romans would not havt: had a father living by the time they 

were 15 years old25 :-ind instead might be raised by a widowed or rem::nried mother, a 

stepfather, or a group of extended family members. Upon the death of the patc,ftmiilias, 

his freeborn children would henceforth be under their own legal ::iuthority (slli i!lris), 

although daughters of any ::ige and pre-pubescent sons would have a guardi::in to oversee 

:my legal tr:msactions. 

Even fathers who sunived to sec their children grow up did not exert the power to 

kill their children on a whim, as has bern previously imagined. A Roman father had to call 

a council of extended relatives (consilium) and present e,idence in order to kill his grown 

child. Even so, then: are very few examples of fathers actually killing their adult children 

and, in most of these, the father was justified by the fact that his child was committing a 

crime ::ig::iinst the state.26 Augustuss adultery laws of 18 BCE (see Box 5.3) also asserted that a 

--:;'.> Compare Chapter 81 pp. 172-3 
and 184-6, on Augustan legislation 
concerning sexual conduct. 

father could kill his daughter, but only if she was caught in the 

actual act of adultery in her fathers house or that of her hus­

band and Hher father killed her lover at the same time, a con-

fluen e of events that is unlikely to have occuned very often. 2
' 

\Vhne a father retained the right of life and death, it was in his power to expose 

(abandon to die) or kill an infant newly born into the Jcnnili,i. There were mwy reasons 

for exposing a child-physic::il deformity, its sex, :md doubts about its paternity, for 

example-but it is unknown how prevalent infanticide w::is in Rome . The evidence is 

not conclusive , but it is possible that girls were abandoned more often than boys (sec 

for e:-.:ample, Ov. lvict. 9.669-81; POxy. 4 7-+4). If so, this might have been because 

fem;i.les were simply valued less th:-in males and because girls would need to be given 

dowries and therefore might be seen as a financial drain on a households resourccs .2
" 

Exposed children might die or be picked up by others and r;i.ised as servile or free foster 

children (alwnni) .20 
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Political History 

Box 5.3: Roman Marriage and Morality: The Legislation of Augustus 
Between 18 BCE and 9 CE, Augustus passed a series of laws to curb adultery and to encourage 

marriage and the production of legitimate (and upper-class) children. 1 These laws were ostensibly 

designed to revitalize Roman morals and promote the stability of the Roman familia, but the un­

derlying purpose (or at least one of them) was perhaps to increase the population of the upper 

classes in order to fill administrative positions and the military.' The legis lation limited marriage 

between social groups, specifically between the senatorial order and freedmen, freedwomen, 

or actors. Freeborn men of any class were forbidden to marry prostitutes, brothel owners, the 

freedwomen of pimps (since it was thought that they had most likel y been prostitutes while in 

servitude), actresses, condemned women, and adu lteresses. 

Although the law limited marriages between certain statuses, it penalized the unwed and 

childl ess and rewarded marriage and the production of legitimate children. A childless person 

could lose half the sum of an inheritance to which he or she was otherwise entitled, while be­

quests were null and void if contingent on the inheritor not marrying. In contrast, benefits of the 

law passed to those who were engaged or married. As a result, some men became engaged to 

very young girls so that they could reap legal benefits without actually marrying. In 9 CE the Papio­

Poppaean law closed this loophole: a man now had to marry his betrothed within two years. This 

meant that he could not become engaged to a girl under the age of 10 (12 was the minimum legal 

age at wh ich a girl could marry).3 

The legal benefits of child-bearing (ius liberorum) were various. For example, political prestige 

while holding the consulship was now earned not by age but by children: the senior consul would 

no longer be the elder but the one w ith more ch ildren. Three children earned freeborn women 

freedom from perpetual guardianship (tute/a) and freeborn men from having to be guardians. 

Freedmen who had two or more children born to them after they were freed, or one child who 

had survived to age five, no longer had to provide services to their patrons (Dig. 38 .1.37 pref. 1 ), 

1.vhile freedwomen were released from the guardianship of their ex-masters, now patrons, if they 

gave birth to four children following their manumission (Gai. Inst. 1.145). 

It is unknown how well these laws actually worked, in part because it is uncertain how much 

incentive the benefits offered. For example, as the Lex Aelia Sentia of 4 CE set the minimum age of 

manumission at 30, it is doubtful that many freedwomen were able to produce four children fol­

lowing emancipation. It is also not clear that freedom from guardianship would have made much 

of a difference to many freeborn women, whose guardians do not appear to have intervened 

much in their lives. The benefits, however, to a young man entering political office were greater if 

he married, and there is some evidence that the age of first marriage for men dropped after these 

laws were enacted (Tac. Agr. G.l, 3; Plin. Ep. 7.24.3, 8.23.7). The emperor also had the abi lity to 

105 
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grant dispensations from the laws, and there is evidence that these vvere courted. Pliny (fp. 2 .13) 

reports that he had obtained the ius liberorum for a friend who did not have three ch ildren. Pliny 

himself, although he marri ed three times, also failed to have the required three children. 

Notes 

1. For more on the adultery k1\\'s, see Chapter II of this vo lume. 

2. Treggiari (1991: C,0-80). 

3. Cass. Dio sc,.1.2 , 6.6, 10.1; Gai. Inst. 2.286a. 

Parents who exposed newborn children, hmvevcr, ran the risk of e\Tntual childless­

ness, 1cven if they had a number of older, living children. Death rates for young children 

were high, with one-third dying by the :1ge of one ycc1r and only half of all children born 

likely to live to age frve . 50 The Jcunilia bereft of a younger generation might adopt an heir 

or heirs in order to preserve itself, but Romans tended to adop t full-grown adults , those 

who had survived the perilous years of childhood. The adult son, novv adopted, took the 

name of his new father (although, were his natal family politically illustrious, an element 

of his original name might be retained as an aid to his ovm political career) and cut legal 

ties to his natal family 

An example of this phenomenon is the complex story of the Cornelii and Aemilii 

Paulli families. \Vhcn Publius Cornelius Scipio (son of the great Publius Cornelius Scipio 

Africanus, who had defeated Hannibal in 202 BCE) had no son, he adopted one of Lucius 

Acmilius Paullus Macedonicus's four sons. The child took the name Publius Cornelius 

Scipio Aemilianus (to which were e1'entually added Africanus Numantinus, after subse­

quent military successes). Although the newly adopted child had no legal entitlement 

to his natal familis property, he did not necessarily cut emotional ties or snuff out all 

sense of duty to his birth parents (nor did they to him). For example, when Scipio 

Aemilianus inherited from his adoptive family, he immediately gave his inheritance to his 

birth mother, Papiria, who had been left destitute after his natal father had divorced her 

(Polyb. 31.26-8). Papiria returned the property to him upon her death , an inheritance 

that he then ga\'C to his birth sisters. As for Lucius Aemilius Paullus lvfacedonicus, he died 

without a male heir: he had given his two elder sons up for adoption, and his remaining 

two sons died in childhood. He left his property to the former, thereby passing it out of 

the family With his death, the familin of the Acmilii Paulli ceast'.d to e.\iSt. 

As Cicero tells us, children-whether freeborn blood relations to the pcitcrfamilicis, 

alumni, or adopted adults- had responsibilities to their parents and broader f amilict. As 

discussed above , children were supposed to be amenable to marriages contracted with 

political, economic, and/or social advantage of the larger frnnilia in mind. Children were 
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also expected to care for their elderly relatives and ensure their proper burial and com­

memoration.31 Those born to illustrious families should maintain or increase the family's 

wealth and political glory; those born to more humble families should contribute to its 

financial well-being, starting from youth. All children, whether freeborn, foster, or servile, 

might be trained from a young age to do useful work. 32 The expectation that children 

would work does not negate the care felt for children or the grief at their loss. Parents 

who lost a child described themselves on tombstones as miserable or most unlucky (infe­

licissimi): "To the Spirits of the Departed Calpurnius Trygetus. Calpurnius Trygetus and 

Calpurnia Hermione, his most unlucky parents, made this for their very dutiful son who 

lived 10 years, 6 months, 10 days, and 11 hours. "33 

Slaves and Freedpersons 

Slaves and freed persons were recognized as integral elements of the .f am ilia and the 

household by both law and custom. Large households might have hundreds of slaves liv­

ing on various properties, while the running of even a relatively small Roman household 

could not survive ,vithout slaves. However, the economic value of slave labour was not 

always visible to the Romans. The historian Richard Saller, for example, compares the 

work of slaves, particularly female slaves, to that of the modern housewife: with no wage 

associated with the work, Romans did not fully recognize the significant contribution to 

their economy. 31 Individual Romans were perhaps more inclined to value the emotional 

relationships that often developed between free members of the household and some of 

its slaves. Vernac, for example, might be treated better and could be raised as companions 

for the household's freeborn children, a situation that could blur the line between chil-

dren and slaves in the Roman household. Indeed, their favoured 

positions might earn vernac their freedom more often than other 
See Chapter 3, p. 64, + 

and Chapter 4, pp. 79, 

slaves. 35 It is probable that some vcrnac were even fathered by free on vernae. 

members of the household, an (unintentional, perhaps) economic spin-off of the regular 

sexual use of slaves by their masters. 

Upon manumission, freedmen and freedwomen were expected to continue to con­

tribute economically to the household: they had a responsibility to perform certain duties 

(operae) for their former masters (who were now their patroni). They might even per­

form the same occupations as they had before manumission, either in a lesser or equal 

capacity. This was certainly the case for Cicero's personal secretary, Tiro, who was his 

trusted aide and companion in both servitude and freedom.36 Ex-masters, for their part, 

also had responsibilities to their freedmen and freedwomen, who became to some extent 

their legal, social, and economic proteges. In some situations the relationship was even 

closer; freed slaves might be adopted by or even marry their former masters, who might 

have freed them specifically for these purposes. Naming practices further demonstrate 
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that freed slaves were expected to continue to be members of the households that had 

owned them. A freed slave, who had previously had a single name, took his or her former 

owner's first name (pracnomen) and family name (nomcn) and retained his or her servile 

name as a sort of surname (cognomen). 

Within the larger familia, as we have already seen, slaves might attempt to form their 

own family units by taking another slave as a companion and having children. These slave 

families often appear to have adopted ideals of duty similar to those of free society and 

could experience and sustain strong emotional bonds, despite the difficulty of staying 

together. As unity depended upon the whim of the master, slave families were always at 

risk of separation. Unity of the slave family was not assured even when mother and child 

stayed in the same household: sources suggest that newborn slaves were often separated 

from their mothers to be suckled by wet nurses in order to allow their mothers to resume 

work. 37 The possibility that servile parents or children might be sold away from each other, 

however, was ever present. In addition, the Digest (40.7.3), a legal source, suggests that 

some masters might allow a slave woman to gain her freedom after producing three children 

for him (female slaves had their highest value during child-bearing years). In such a situa­

tion, the mother would be freed, leaving her children in slavery and with no guarantee that 

she would be able to maintain contact with them or purchase their freedom in the future . 38 

There is also evidence, however, that some servile parents and children might, 

against the odds, maintain contact even when sold to different households. In a funerary 

inscription, three sons who were born as slaves into different households jointly com­

memorated their deceased mother, a freedwoman (CIL 6.2318). Apparently, at some 

point after giving birth to her first two sons, the woman was sold to another house, where 

she had another son before being freed. Yet the three sons were aware of each other and 

had sufficient contact with each other to commemorate their mother together. How they 

managed to maintain a family unit from seemingly separate households is a mystery that 

again illustrates how complex and flexible the Roman understanding of family could be. 

Another tombstone inscription from Rome reveals the complicated legal history of 

another slave family: "To the Spirits of the Departed Decimus Publicius Antiochus and 

Publicia Musa, his wife. Publicia Albana, their illegitimate daughter, made this for her 

most worthy father and mother, together with Marcus Caesonius Primus a freedman" (CIL 

6.25122). Publicia Albana's self-identification as illegitimate tells us that she was born before 

her parents were legally married. Given that all three have the same nomen (Publicius/ 

Publicia), her parents were likely both freed from the same household. The mother was 

freed before their daughter was born, but the father was not (or else Publicia Albana would 

be listed as his daughter rather than as his illegitimate offspring). To make matters more 

interesting, Publicia Albana commemorates her parents together with a freedman, Marcus 

Caesonius Primus, whose name indicates that he did not belong to any of the others men­

tioned on the tombstone and whose relationship to them is, therefore, entirely unclear. 
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Primary Source 

Box 5.4: Vitruvius, On Architecture, 6.5.1-2.1 

Those rooms which no one is allowed to enter without an invitation are considered "private": bed­

rooms, dining rooms, bathrooms and so on. But the public rooms are those which people have a 

right to go into without being invited: entrance halls, courtyards, porticoes and so on. It follows that 

men of average wealth do not need wonderful entrance halls, vestibules and courtyards, since their 

social obligations consist in going to pay their respects to others rather than receiving their own 

clients. Those whose wealth comes from agriculture must have room to keep their livestock and 

produce on display in their entrance hall ... Those who lend money or are engaged in government 

contracts need houses that are both pleasant and impressive, and safe from thieves ... Those of the 

highest status, who are involved in politics and the struggle for office and have to appear in public, 

must have high and impressive entrance halls, wide courtyards and wide porticoes lined with trees 

to show off visibly how important they are. 

Note 

1. Translation slightly adapted from Gardner and Wiedemann (1991: 9-1 OJ. 

The Physical House 

The physical structures in which the households of Roman society lived varied widely 
according to social status and wealth (see Box 5.4). A dwelling, called an aedes or domus, 
could range in size and opulence from a small unit in an apartment building (insula) to 

an urban mansion or country villa , depending on the family's social standing and wealth. 

Many urban dwellers lived in modest apartments.39 Wealthy families often had both 
urban and rural properties, between which the free members of the familia moved at 

will. Slaves tended to belong to either the urban or the rural household (members of the 

familia urbana or Jamilia rustica, respectively) as their jobs dictated. 

In his treatise on architecture, Vitruvius, an architect and engineer, presents idealized 

visions of Roman houses. In reality-or at least as the remains of the Italian towns of 

Pompeii and Herculaneum suggest-these ideal forms were rarely realized: the physical 

remains of Roman houses are much more varied, and it is clear that even preference for 

basic designs changed over time. For example, the atrium/peristyle house (discussed in 
greater detail below) was a popular design during the Republic but fell out of favour in 

the imperial period and was replaced by a design featuring a single courtyard surrounded 

by elaborate chambers for entertaining. 40 
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Taberna 

Taberna 

Fauces 

.tvlost striking to the student of ancient domestic architecture is the fact that public 

and private spaces were never as clearly defined by function for the Romans as they 

an: for us. Even wbicula, rooms that arc usually translated as "bedrooms" and which 

Vitruvius tells us could not be entered without an inYitation from the houses inhabitants, 

could be multi-functional rooms used for dining, entertaining, and storage, in addition 

to (possibly) being used for sleeping. Different rooms might be used in different seasons, 

and furniture could be moved to repurpose a chamber.41 As discussed further below, it is 

also often very difficult to tell which rooms were used by which members of the house­

hold.41 There is, moreover, evidence that owners of large-scale houses may have rented 

out rooms on the second or third floors as apartments and that their houses were closely 

associated with nearby commercial buildings. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill has argued for 

"moving away from the standard image of the Roman dmnus as a 'single-family unit' and 

towards thinking of it as a 'big house' inhabited by a 'houseful' rather than a household ," 

which included e\'eryone from extended family to slaves to commercial tenants. 43 The 

lines bwveen public and private, free person and slave, and rich and poor blur when it 

comes to Roman domestic space. 

Despite the variations possible for the atrium/peristyle house-Wallace-Hadrill notes 

that the design implied by this label was the "ideal rather than typical"44-it is possible 

to reconstruct a generic floor plan of this type of dwelling (sec Figure 5.2) . The Romans 

traced this style, which tended to house the elite, to their Etruscan predecessors (Varro 

Ling. 5.161). Houses from Pompeii, such as the House of Sallust and the House of the 

Prince of Naples, provide evidence of this style (with variations) and are the same type 

that Vitruvius describes in Box 5.4. 45 

Triclinium Triclinium 

Atrium 

Tablinium 

c,bk,la~ Kitchen 

Figure 5.2 Generic Plan of an Atrium/Peristyle House 
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In this type of house, access was gained through the entrance hall, or fauces. This 

hall could be flanked by tabemae (restaurants or taverns) or small shops. The House of 

Sallust, for example, featured six rooms that flanked the entrance hall and had doorways 

into the street, spaces that were likely used as shops. Houses could also include exterior 

stairs leading to additional lodgings, which perhaps provided housing for a family's slaves 

or freedpersons or were rented out to lower-status families. The less wealthy might also 

have dwelt behind or above their shops and businesses with their slaves and apprentices. 

The atrium was the central room of the house and was visible from the street through 

the fauces . It often had a roof that sloped inward from a rectangular opening (complu­
vium) to allow light and water to enter. The water then fell into a central basin called 

the impluvium. It was in the atrium that the master of the house would meet his clients 

and welcome visitors. Literary evidence can supplement archaeological remains to pro­

vide information about the typical contents of the atrium. For example, we learn of an 

assault made on the home of a Roman politician during the late 
See Chapter 3, p. 53, and ❖ 

Republic. When the at.tackers entered his atrium, thev smashed 
'J Chapter 17, p. 384, on imagines. 

the wax images of his ancestors (imagines) on display there, 

turned over his wifes couch, and tore out the weaving from 

her loom (which was likely there for decoration or the use of 

See Chapter 9, p, 209-10, ❖ 
on domestic shrines and cult. 

her slaves rather than for her own use). 46 Archaeological remains suggest that the fam-

ily's shrine to its ancestral deities (larmium) might also be placed in the atrium, although 

lararia frequently turn up in other rooms, too. 

Cubicula surrounded the atrium and could serve as bedrooms or dining chambers 

(triclinia). In the House of the Prince of Naples, however, the rooms on one side of the 

atrium, because they had less light, have been identified as servants' quarters . In this 

example, there is also a kitchen and toilet off the atrium, along with a small chamber 

(likely belonging to the doorman) that contains stairs to the second floor, which perhaps 

featured more slave quarters. Often triclinia opened on to the atrium in its far corners, 

and the back of the atrium gave way to the tablinum (the office of the paterfamilias). The 

tablinum was open to the peristyle at the back of the house. The peristyle was a colon­

naded porch surrounding a garden that allowed light into the house; the kitchen and 

latrine (which were regularly located next to each other) often opened on to the peristyle. 

We would like to know where different members of the f amilia slept (and with whom) 

because information about sleeping habits could potentially reveal a great deal about the 

nature of different relationships between members of the household. Unfortunately, the 

archaeological evidence is inconclusive: bed frames and bed niches remain, but there is 

no easy way to distinguish between what we would call single and double beds. Thus, 

it is hard to pinpoint the room occupied by the paterfamilias and his wife as opposed to 

the rooms occupied by children, slaves, and other members of their domus. 47 Whether 

spaces designated as slave quarters functioned as bedrooms is also uncertain. Indeed, 
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it is possible that slaves often did not have dedicated areas in which to sleep but slept 

wherever there was space and whenever there was opportunity. 

That said, it is clear that some slaves might be expected to sleep with free members 

of the household, suggesting that the latter, including the married couple, neither had 

nor desired much privacy, even in their bedchamber. Sources such as Tacitus (Dial. 59) 

describe children sleeping with their nurses. 48 'l./e also have evidence of slaves sleeping in 

the same room as their (adult) masters; for example, the Digest (29.5.14) describes a slave 

girl Cancilla) sleeping in her mistress's chamber when other slaves entered to assassinate 

her mistress. They threatened to hurt her if she cried out, so she stayed silent while they 

murdered her mistress-a choice for which she was later punished by death so that slaves 

would know "not to look to themselves" when their owner was in physical danger. 49 

In short, there was little physical separation between household members of different 

status; there was also a good deal of physical proximity between landlords and renters 

and between domestic and commercial activity. The physical space of the Roman house­

hold, characterized by its lack of space demarcated for specific functions or for people of 

specific status, reflects the heterogeneous nature of the Jamilia. 

Summary 

The Roman household was complex. It included people of various statuses, the prop­

erty belonging to the freeborn members of the household, and the physical structure 

of the dwellings in which the members of the household lived. The Roman household 

does not precisely equate to our understanding of a family, although we often merge the 

Roman household and the Roman family in discussions. There was also no single, typical 

"Roman household" in the way that we might consider the nuclear family to be typical 

of modern contemporary society. The human element of the Roman household con­

sisted of complex arrangements of married couples, their children, other relatives , slaves, 

and freedmen and freedwomen . The composition of any given household, furthermore, 

fluctuated over time. Although ew:ry Jamilia had to be headed by a paterfamilias , fam­

ily members could be separated by death or divorce, and new families and stepfamilies 

formed. Slave families were at even greater risk of separation. There was little to stop a 

slave master from selling off various members of a slave family to other households. And 

yet , as inscriptional evidence demonstrates, slave families might be able to keep in con­

tact with one another and find each other later in life, although this was not guaranteed. 

Economically, the various members of the household worked together for the good of 

the household, but not all work was \'alued equally. Property di\'isions between husband 

and wife were also clear. Although the husband and wife would form a partnership for 

the familia and domus that contained their mutual children, their individual property and 

wealth remained individual.50 
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Just as familial composition was variable, so was the structure and room usage of 

the physical house. It is difficult to tell from the archaeological remains of houses where 

the various household members slept, worked, dined, or relaxed with each other or with 

friends and associates. Our very inability to pinpoint these behaviours (and our desire to 

do so) points to real differences between Roman family life and contemporary expecta­

tions of our own. 

Questions for Review and Discussion 

1. What are the key Latin terms related to the Roman family, household, and their 

members? How do they compare to modern conceptions? 

2. How did slaves and former slaves contribute to the household? What was the fam­

ily experience for slaves? 

3. What were the expectations of children in the household? How does the treatment 

of children compare with that in modern society? 

4. Did the Roman concept of family change? If so, in what ways? 

5. What did a Roman house look like and how did it function? 
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