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The Lupanar: Analytical Report

Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_hTkublFP]The city of Pompeii, lost to the volcanic eruption of Mt Vesuvius in 79 CE, offers unparalleled insight into Roman urban life. Among its most evocative and perhaps most famous remaining buildings is the Lupanar, located at Regio VII, Insula 12, No. 8; offering insight into commercial sex, social interaction and the non-elite experience in the Roman world. It is notable as the only brothel that has been consistently identified this way across multiple centuries of research at the site. Archaeology and historical interpretation has identified through structure, masonry beds, explicit wall paintings and large compilation of graffiti what each building was used for during this period.
This report will critically examine the Lupanar through four interconnected themes: the preservation of the site, the history of its fieldwork and research, material culture found at and associated with the building, and the insights provided by archaeological and textual evidence in relation to the activities and occupation connected to it. While the exceptional preservation of Pompeii under volcanic debris and pumice offers rare insight into more underrepresented aspects of Roman society, interpretation of the Lupanar has often been influenced by contemporary moral assumptions, often being viewed in a more sensitive or conservative way. By engaging with the archaeological evidence alongside modern scholarship, this analytical report seeks to understand the function and social significance of the Lupanar, while recognising the limitations inherent within the material record. 

A limited body of scholarly historiography on the Lupanar exists, predominantly focusing on the explicit frescoes adorning the walls, rather than on social and architectural analysis. Fortunately, I had the opportunity to visit the site in 2022 and 2023, so much of my comprehension derives from that experience.

Preservation of the Site
The conservation of the Lupanar is intrinsically linked to the broader conservation of Pompeii as a whole. The sudden burial of the city beneath volcanic ash and pumice created conditions that preserved structures, decoration, and organic traces to a degree unique to the area, unequal to anywhere else in the Roman world. Consequently, the Lupanar, initially unearthed in 1862 (Levin-Richardson, 2019), retains a significant portion of its original architectural form. This includes wall paintings, masonry beds, staircases, and inscriptions, facilitating unusually detailed analysis of its significance and meaning. 
The remaining structure has allowed archaeologists to understand what original rooms the building would have once included. The archaeology shows that it once contained a ground floor and upper storey, shown by the wooden staircase, both arranged around narrow corridors and flanked by small rooms, or cubicula. Many of these rooms contain masonry platforms, widely regarded as beds, likely often topped with mattresses in antiquity that have not survived to the present day. The masonry platforms, or beds, would have facilitated the work of Roman prostitutes, most likely being hireable space for the sex worker’s services. The survival of this building layout and discernible features supports the assumption that the space was intended for transient, short-term use rather than domestic residence. The cubicles have limited ventilation and little natural light due to the small, high windows that are in only a small number of cubicles, this further highlights the area for short-term use. The survival and preservation of the building's configuration is particularly important as it demonstrates deliberate architectural decisions consistent with commercial utilisation. 
The preserved corridors allow understanding of access patterns and internal circulation of the Lupanar. This further substantiates its interpretation as a functional commercial establishment rather than a residential or socially significant structure. The narrow corridors, limited entrances, and confined staircase to the upper floor indicates a deliberate management of movement within the building. The upper floor, albeit not as near as well preserved, is believed to have contained additional space for additional prostitutes or different levels of service. It is suggested that this division may indicate social stratification within the Lupanar, possibly distinguishing between workers, clients, or tiers of service. The relative simplicity, characterised by small rooms and minimal natural light, emphasises functionality. In contrast to other elite domestic spaces or homes within Pompeii, it would appear the Lupanar reflects a more direct commercial space, as its layout facilitates the working environment of prostitutes through short term use with access patterns only workable with people passing through quickly.

Fieldwork & Research
The Lupanar was excavated in the mid-nineteenth century, during a period when archaeological methodology was shaped as much by ethical and moral attitudes as scientific exploration. Early archaeologists quickly identified the site’s sexual iconography and inscriptions, interpreting them within the scope of the social attitudes and mores of the period, often showing discomfort surrounding prostitution and explicit material. As a result, the Lupanar was likely regarded as an aberration or anomaly rather than as an integral component of Pompeii’s urban structure.
Scholarship predominantly emphasises the sensational aspects of the site, especially the sensual wall paintings, which remain its most renowned feature to this day. These paintings were frequently removed from the public view (Grant, 1975), often into private galleries, reinforcing the idea that the Lupanar was, at this time but morally transgressive, which was not necessarily true for the Romans. Such approaches obscured enquiries regarding the social and economic function of prostitution and sex work within Roman towns and cities. The lack of comprehensive documentation of graffiti during early excavations also resulted in the loss of valuable contextual information, paired with the substantial influx of tourism that has transpired since, further compromising the evidence. 
From the later twentieth century onwards, research into the Lupanar progressively adopted interdisciplinary and contextual approaches. Scholars such as John Clarke emphasise the importance of Roman visual culture and the need to understand sexual imagery within its historical context, rather than through contemporary assumptions. Similarly, there is a litany of works on the need to understand Roman prostitution and law as part of a regulated economic system (Art in The Lives of Ordinary Romans, Clark, J). More recent scholarship has also emphasised graffiti as crucial evidence. These inscriptions, often authored by clients, workers, and visitors, provide rare first-hand viewpoints from often lower status or non-elite individuals. Studies of language, handwriting, and content has uncovered a multifaceted social environment involving humour, rivalry, affection, and commercial negotiation. Such material complicates simple narratives and situates the Lupanar in social historiography, rather than limited elite perspectives, which then gives a view on the life of ordinary, working class.

Remains of Material Culture
[bookmark: _Int_YZwfNHob]Most scholarship highlights the material record of erotic frescoes, and accounts for the Lupanars contemporary popularity, and the large number of visitors to the site of Pompeii. Preservation is crucial as the frescoes are key to enabling analysis of Roman life. Unfortunately, tourism poses a considerable threat, with a large number of annual visitors. The wall paintings of the Lupanar represent one of the most unique collections of visual material associated with the site. Located primarily above the doorways of ground-floor cubicula, the frescoes illustrate a range of sexual acts and are executed with notable attention to detail. They include depictions of elaborate bedframes and linens as well as intricacies such as discarded shoes visible by the end of the beds. This degree of realism anchors the events in familiar and recognisable contexts, for every person who sees them, reflecting the lived experience of the services available at the Lupanar.
[bookmark: _Int_wKxyhJYr]The long-standing interpretation of these paintings as a visual ‘menu’ promoting various sexual services has been discussed extensively within scholarship and is often the first point that is made. While this reading is not implausible, it should perhaps be treated with caution. It is important to recognise the Lupanar as what would have been a fully decorated space, and the erotic imagery present would have been less prominent within the building, less stark against light stone walls, as it is now. It has been suggested that the clarity and specificity of the scenes depicted in the frescoes may have been particularly beneficial for the use of non-local and foreign clients, as it is widely known that Pompeii was a massively multicultural setting. Similarly, sexual imagery was prevalent not only to brothels in Pompeii, but also appearing across many domestic and public contexts. As such, the paintings may not have functioned as transactional guides as many assume. 
Pompeii is evidenced to have been a culturally diverse space, with indications of Greek, Egyptian and Syrian residents or visitors, Sophie Hay suggests that there was a potential for spoken Arabic to have been heard within the city. In this context, visual communication may have played a practical role in the presence of linguistic barriers. At the same time, the physical realism over exaggerated ‘fantasy’ can be used to support the menu interpretation to some extent. It could be argued that the focus on recognisable acts and settings, rather than idealised bodies or divine figures show that the frescoes were functional aids. It is most likely that the paintings functioned on multiple levels, providing decoration and purpose. 

The graffiti at the Lupanar exemplify one of the most significant and evocative forms of material culture linked to the site. Scratched or inscribed directly onto the walls, these statements and pictures convert the building from a static and utilitarian structure into a social environment. The graffiti includes names of sex workers and clients, prices, boasts of sexual endeavours, expressions of desire or satisfaction, and references to specific encounters. In addition, advertisements for sporting tournaments and games suggests the Lupanar served not only as a place of sexual transaction, but a major public area integrated into wider urban life. The graffiti is particularly valuable from a linguistic perspective, as numerous examples have been composed in colloquial Latin, as well as words and names from other languages, offering insight not found within formal register found in many other existing sources. Phallic symbols, associated with luck, fertility, and protection also appear, suggesting workers and visitors engaged with popular belief systems in conjunction with commercial activity. 	
The importance of the graffiti resides not only in their content but also in their interpretation, without them the Lupanar is at risk of being understood solely as a confined, impersonal structure defined by economic necessity. The graffiti counters this by introducing humour, emotion, rivalry and individuality unparalleled by other sources. It provides rare first-person accounts of individuals largely absent from the historical record, particularly non-elite men and women. Although the complexities of authorship and aim persist, the graffiti indisputably animate the space, allowing historians to reconstruct elements of social interaction, movement and identity within the Lupanar.

Activities & Occupation
[bookmark: _Int_asEAisTX][bookmark: _Int_sOeE8Gri]The combined evidence from fieldwork, preservation, historiography and material culture allows informed interpretation of the activities and occupation associated with the Lupanar. It is clear that the building functioned primarily as a brothel, while the architectural layout, particularly the repeated small rooms and masonry beds, strongly support commercial sexual use, distinguishing the Lupanar from taverns or private homes where prostitution may have also occurred. The graffiti suggests a strong and dynamic social environment involving multiple people, references to named individuals, indicates work within the brothel was organised and recognised by clients. Prices mentioned in inscriptions imply standardised transactions, reinforcing the interpretation of prostitution as a routine economic activity rather than an illicit or hidden practice. At the same time, the expressions of affection and humour show that it was not purely transactional relationships that taking place, adding to the historiography of Roman social interaction.

Evidence also suggests the Lupanar’s integration into the wider urban life of Pompeii. Its central placement, linked to major public areas and roads, shows accessibility and visibility. This challenges modern assumptions and sensibilities that prostitution was marginalised, instead indicating that it was accommodated within the city’s social and economic structures. However, despite the Lupanar generally reflecting acceptance of prostitution as part of urban life, there is no material evidence to show the social inequalities of the profession, many prostitutes were likely enslaved or of low status, with sex workers experiencing social stigma and legal incapacity. The absence of oral or written testimony from sex workers themselves means that experiences of coercion, autonomy, or exploitation cannot be fully reconstructed. Additionally, modern fascination with the Lupanar risks overstating how fully representative it is, while it is exceptionally well preserved, it is unlikely to reflect the full diversity of prostitution in Pompeii or the Roman world.

Conclusion
The Lupanar of Pompeii serves as one of the most informative archaeological sites for understanding prostitution and everyday social interaction in the Roman world. It’s remarkable preservation, resulting from the eruption of Mt Vesuvius in 79 CE, allows thorough analysis of architecture, history of excavation, and material culture including art and inscription rarely available for largely underrepresented activities. While preservation is incomplete and influenced by contemporary intervention, the surviving evidence is immensely valuable. Critical engagement with the site’s research history reveals how interpretations have evolved from moralised sensationalism to more sophisticated, contextual approaches. Modern scholarship, such as Clarke’s work, underscores the importance of contextualising the Lupanar within Pompeii’s urban, economic, and social frameworks rather than considering it in isolation. The material culture of the site, particularly its frescoes and graffiti, provides unparalleled insight into non-elite voices and experiences, even as ambiguity over authorship and intent restricts certainty. 

Ultimately, the evidence suggests the Lupanar functioned as a purpose-built brothel integrated into the life of the city, reflecting Roman perspectives on sexuality, trade, and social hierarchy. While many aspects of individual experience are lost, the Lupanar challenges modern perceptions and highlights the value of archaeology in reconstructing aspects of the past often absent from literary sources. As such, it serves as a key site for analysing the complexities of Roman urban life.
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