Household Composition in Pompeii
[image: ]The Roman town of Pompeii, located in the region of Campania, furnishes historians with an excellent opportunity to thoroughly investigate the composition of ancient households. Due to the volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79AD, the buildings and the decorations within them have been preserved in a superior fashion compared to other archaeological sites. Archaeologists are able to accurately reconstruct life in Pompeii from who lived in certain houses to how the households were socially organised. They are able to do this by examining the structural remains of the buildings such as the building layouts, room sizes and the specific installations found within. The artistic decorations are also studied, these also include wall paintings, mosaics and religious imagery. The remains only occasionally lead to the exact identification of the inhabitants, such as the case of Cornelius Rufus, but it does allow historians acumen into household structures, including gender roles and the relationship between masters and slaves. 	Comment by Guest User: not sure this is the right word - maybe 'insight' would be better







Figure 1: A photo of a typical street in Pompeii showing a water fountain and shops (S Hollier, 2015).
[image: ]Within Pompeii there is a wide multitude of house types, they range from the little one or two room residences up to the palatial houses such as that of the ‘House of the Faun’. The smaller houses and apartments, known as ‘Insulae’, imply inhabitancy by nuclear families, couples or individuals (Athanasiou, 2024). To contrast this, the ‘Domus’ households contain a large array of rooms including a garden and courtyard. These probably housed extended families and household slaves. The quantity of rooms within a residence can inform historians how that particular family operated. The upper classes had an atrium that led to a spacious, open roofed, central hall. Around the atrium there would be bedrooms or ‘cubicula’, the living rooms, the dining rooms or ‘triclinia’ and the slaves' quarters (Archaeological Park of Pompeii). This size and complexity points towards more than just a small family being in residence. The quantity of bedrooms indicates extended family would also have lived under the same roof. Slaves would also have been imperative in running such a house as the cleaning, cooking and guest management would have been a monumental task. Although specific rooms for slaves have seldom been found, their existence is tacit due to the small, functional rooms found near kitchens and service entrances. 	Comment by Guest User: date?Figure 2: A photo taken within the ‘house of the Faun’, named that for the statue in the middle (P Soudip, 2016).


[image: Casa del Menandro I - 10, 4 - Pompei Online]The organisation of rooms within a Pompeian house presents the internal social hierarchies within. The more public rooms such as that of the atrium and the reception areas designed for the male head of the household or ‘Paterfamilias’ to conduct business and receive clients indicates that such houses were not exclusively for living in but also operated as business an social institutions for both family and non-family members. Deeper in the house would be more private rooms that imply an area for family life away from visitors and for women and children. This segregation suggests a household organised by gender and status, with each member both occupying and being in control of their own space (Becker, 2015).Figure 3: This shows a floor plan of the house of Menander (Pompeii Net, 2024).
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It was not just the upper classes who had dual purpose houses, many houses across Pompeii had integrated workshops or shops, ‘tabernae’, where the residents would conduct business. Often the shopfront would lead onto the street and the family would live directly behind or above the shop. This structure implies family members working together in trade, as well as potential apprentices, slaves and tenants. The assimilation of commercial and residential architecture indicates that houses within Pompeii were often economically profitable. The upper floors are now predominantly lost, although historians can understand that they were used to house additional family members or tenants due to the staircases and wall remains. The vertical expansion supports the theory that households were adaptable and often changed their composition in accordance with economic requirements. This can be seen in such buildings as the ‘House and Workshop of Verecundus’ (Curtin, 2019)Figure 4: A counter within a hot food shop (Routers, 2020). 
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Artistic decorations found inside houses in Pompeii give historians intuition into how each household expressed themselves and wanted outsiders to perceive them. This would be in the form of wall paintings, mosaics and sculptures, placed strategically in significant rooms, often the most public. These decorations often disclosed cultural sophistication, status and family identity as opposed to depicting everyday life. Houses have been uncovered with images of family ancestors, household gods or ‘Lares’ and religious rituals which affirms themes of continuity, lineage and shared domestic worship. Household shrines or ‘Lararia’ have been found in kitchens or atria, imply that all members of the household, including the slaves, participated in regular religious practises. These shared experiences point towards a household that would operate as a cohesive unit regardless of the hierarchies within (Bradshaw, 2025).	Comment by Guest User: insightFigure 5: A small home temple and paintings found in a house in Pompeii (E Curtain, 2020).


Artistic decorations also allow historians to further understand the gender roles within households in Pompeii. Scenes, often of a mythological nature, characterise idealised behaviours for both men and women, reinforcing the social norms. Women are seldom seen engaging in domestic chores but more as a symbol of family honour and continuity through refined and mythological imagery. The lack of children in the vast majority of decorations implies an elite artistic custom towards mythology and cultural themes over realism. Scenes depicting banquets, showing slaves attending the table and cupbearers pouring wine corroborates the presence non-kin household members  (Wizevich, 2025) 

Despite the fact that slaves infrequently appear explicitly in artistic decorations there is strong evidence, both structurally and decoratively, that backs up their presence within households. Many small, undecorated rooms can be found within close proximity to kitchens and service entrances indicating accommodation for slaves. In addition to these graffiti and inscriptions have been found inside houses that name slaves, proving just how integrated into the household the slaves were. There is a potential that freedpersons could have lived with or in the proximity of their former owners and they could have contributed to the household that extended beyond their biological family. The fact that historians cannot make out specific rooms for slaves shows that there was not a distinction between areas and that the households were socially complex and fluid as opposed to being rigid and defined (Bernard, 2025).  

Some of the houses in Pompeii contain structural modifications mostly in the form of blocked doorways but also as subdivided rooms and added staircases. These specific modifications reflect how marriage, inheritance, economic decline and the need to accommodate additional residents or tenants has affected the owners. Decoration within some buildings were updated and even mixed styles from different periods which indicate a change in ownership or the identity of the household (Nikolskia, 2024)

On the other hand architecture does not map neatly onto specific individuals. Buildings can show historians a space but not who used it. The large houses do not always mean large households as some rooms could have only been used occasionally for religious or seasonal reasons. Rooms also could have changed functions over time further adding to the confusion of identification. Reconstructing  the household size on the size of the house does not always line up and can be misleading.
Historians will often label a room with a Latin name and then assume that this is the only purpose for the room when in fact archaeological evidence shows that rooms were often multi-functional. As well as this the decoration doesn’t always reflect the use of the room which can make the identification even more ambiguous. 
There is very little visibility of non-kin members such as tenants or slaves. There is very rarely a specific ‘slave area’ and although there are rooms that indicate that they were there it does not tell historians completely. Rented accommodation also will not tell us much now as tenants did not leave much of a trace. 
The art found within residences in Pompeii is always an idealised version of what the owner thinks is important rather than an accurate observation of the workings of the household. 
The structural remains and decorations found in Pompeii allow historians to gain an insight into the composition of the households. The architecture is able to reveal the size, complexity and economic function whereas the decorations indicate the status, values and social roles of the households. The evidence points to complex and fluid families living together with their slaves, extended kin and tenants or workers. Archaeologists are able to reconstruct how these households functioned in the social and economic fabric of life within Pompeii, by examining the physical layout and the imagery within. 
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