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What can we learn about the composition of households from structural remains and/or artistic decorations? And what limitations are there to examining such evidence in isolation?

Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_uWweRVQa]The Roman household (domus) in Pompeii was a complex social and economic unit that extended far beyond the contemporary expectation of a private, “nuclear” family. Households and homes would have tended not only to kin, but also slaves, freedmen, clients and business associates in addition, all functioning inside a singular architectural complex. As a result, reconstructing household composition presents a significant methodological challenge, particularly when dependent on material evidence alone. This essay will analyse the potential insight into the composition of Pompeiian houses using two primary types of archaeological evidence: structural remains, encompassing building layout, room size, and access to the different elements of the home; and artistic decoration, such as wall paintings, mosaics and graffiti. Structural evidence can suggest the presence of a litany of social groups within a single household and imply hierarchies of rank and function, yet rarely permits conclusive identification of room usage or occupancy. Artistic decoration, however, offers insight into identities and values that households sought to reflect, but often mirrors idealised self-representation rather than real, lived experience. 
By analysing these forms of evidence in relation to each other, and by critically examining their limitations, Pompeiian households can be perceived as multi-status, economically linked entities. However, structural and iconographic evidence, when considered in isolation, reveals more about societal ideas and architectural conventions than about the composition of the daily experiences of household members.

Defining the Roman Household
[bookmark: _Int_guJDaoEi]The portrait of the Roman family that can be inferred from the large array of literary sources is far from the modern standard. According to Saller (2011), the family unit was the primary grounds for which intergenerational property and knowledge were shared, and with which many, if not all, important discussions regarding distribution of food, resources, and labour was had. With this in mind, it is unlikely that the Roman and therefore Pompeiian composition of households adhered to the “nuclear family” (man, woman, two children) ideal that is more common in the modern eye. Presiding over the household was the paterfamilias, his influence ultimately structuring domestic and familial hierarchies, while the household itself functioned moreso as an economically centred entity. The household, as previously stated, would have encompasses a range of individuals beyond kin, allowing the household to become operated not only as a space for family life, but as an economically driven setting wherein production, patronage, and social display was integrated.

Structural Remains of the Household: The House of Menander
The House of Menander (Regio 1, Insula 10) provides one of the most compelling structural case studies for reconstructing household composition in Pompeii, as it encompasses a range of domestic, commercial, and service spaces within a singular urban block. Rather than representing a single-family residence, it contains luxury or elite spaces, rental units, workshops, as well as service areas such as a stable yard. This contests the idea of a Roman domus as a singular household, as the structural remnants indicate that Pompeiian households were characterised by several social statuses, including owners, slaves, renters and potentially short-term occupants.	
[bookmark: _Int_hKeNaZsa]Excavation reports and subsequent analysis have revealed the presence of multiple entrances to the building, as well as upper level apartments and distinct circulation paths, notably service corridors that circumvented formal reception areas. Wallace-Hadrill (1994) argues that such architectural features indicate the coexistence of different social groups under one roof, with movement carefully controlled to preserve status distinction. For example, slaves could travel invisibly through back passages, while elite visitors could be escorted through atriums designed specifically to be displayed in this way. Structurally, this implies a household composed not only of kin, but dependents whose presence was essential, yet deliberately concealed. Furthermore, the integration of commercial units within the House of Menander complicates definitions of household boundaries, particularly to the modern interpreter. Shops opening out onto the street, some structurally connected to elite housing, further enhances the idea of economic activity being embedded within the domestic space. This supports the interpretation of the Pompeiian household being intrinsically linked with economic activity, but makes it difficult to determine who constituted to the “household”.
The interprative significance of structural evidence is not without limitation. While upper floors are often assumed to have housed slaves or tenants, it is near impossible to assign fixed social identities to architectural features in the absence of corresponding artefact evidence to the modern historian. Rooms traditionally labelled as slave quarters or rental units may have been used flexibly, and structural differentiation does not necessarily correspond to societal categories. This raises a methodological issue, architectural segregation implies hierarchy, but does not disclose exact composition, quantity, or relationship between members of the household.

Artistic Decoration and Household Identity
Artistic embellishments of Pompeiian residences have historically served as a basis for reconstructing household composition, on the assumption that wall paintings, graffiti and mosaics reflect the identities and values of those in the domestic space. The House of Menander, the abundance of mythological frescoes and high quality decoration in reception areas has served as evidence for elite male ownership and cultural aspiration. Since it is known that Pompeii was a largely multicultural place, scenes drawn from Greek Myth such as those associated with heroes, appear to align with the Roman elite’s use of domestic imagery to convey moral and cultural legitimacy. These decorative sections indicate that a segment of the home was focused on the public display of status, suggesting the existence of a prominent homeowner who hosted clients and visitors. However, this evidence may point more towards a household who wished to appear this way more so, rather than one who actually lived it day to day. It is impossible to tell in the modern day, however it is important to recognise this, especially when considering the limitations of artistic decoration when considering the composition of households in Pompeii. It can be argued that domestic art functioned for entertainment reflected more towards viewers, rather than as a reflection of daily domestic life, as is clearly the case when mythological beings and stories are reflected within it. It is due to this that women, children, slaves, and more are largely absent from decoration. 
The spatial distribution of decoration further complicates the interpretation of household composition, as extensively decorated rooms lay the perimeter of the hosting spaces, such as the atrium, while service areas show little to no artistic embellishment. This uneven distribution reinforces architectural hierarchies but does not necessarily correspond to patterns of occupation.

Limitations of the Evidence & Conclusion
While both structural remains and artistic decoration offer valuable insights into Pompeiian households, their interpretive potential is limited when examined in isolation from other evidence, such as literary sources. One of the most persistent methodological issues is examining features in relation to modern expectations. 
Similarly, ‘survivorship bias’ is another significant limitation. Larger, wealthier houses are disproportionately preserved and studied, while modest domestic arrangements are largely underrepresented in the archaeological record.
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