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By Kaylee Myatt 

The composition of households in excavated Pompeii differs depending on region and wealth. We can learn the different types of households from this and understand the variation between the lives of every class of those from ancient Pompeii. This can be done by examining the structural remains of the buildings found and the artistic decorations found within. There are however limitations with the methods in which the evidence from these households are examined: this essay aims to reach the understanding of these limitations and household compositions within Pompeii. 

Thus far, the excavations in Pompeii have revealed a variety of house types and sizes. Being able to see the layouts of these houses by the remaining structures (seemingly the blueprint) we can start to see how differently people lived and the difference in the classes. It is clear to see the inequality in the house styles, layout and size, and decorations. The different types of house are insulae (those in which there is one house to a city block), houses broken down into multiple smaller houses, tabernae and apartments. These properties may have been inhabited by nuclear, extended or multiple families, rented rooms or upper floors from the main family, and slaves in wealthier households. 
Rented spaces in ancient Pompeii included apartments (a small space inside the house, or an upper floor, in which would have possibly been smaller than the main floor) and tabernae, the rooms on the outer sides of properties with no door into the house but opened out to the streets, with the purpose of selling products to the people. When it comes to the probability of upper floors, there is a ‘lack information about upper floors and movable items, clear house boundaries and other information lost prior to excavations that might have reflected additional value.[footnoteRef:1]’ This makes the likelihood of multistorey buildings unknown as the destruction caused by the events of Vesuvius in 79 BE was vast and in most cases roughly half of the walls of the main floor, walls being completely crumbled, left standing or only the layout being found.  [1:  S.Simelius, pg. 603, 2022. ] 

[image: ]1- The plan of the House of the Faun (one of the wealthiest households) as an example of which shows some of these types of rooms and tabernaes.

The compositions of households can be implied through the evidence found, particularly the layout and number of rooms within one house. The use of these rooms can be used to suggest what type of household lives inside the house, calculated by the size and location of these rooms. Bigger rooms within the property can be referred to as the main entertainment or bedroom of the house owners, whereas the smaller ones can be inferred as smaller bedrooms, entertainment or kitchen space and the smallest being those in which slaves are delegated. These smaller rooms may have been occupied by the same family (such as immediate family, like the families children), extended family, other families using shared spaces and rented rooms, possibly to those also renting a tabernae. These scenarios would have been more common practice in larger households co-owned by multiple poorer families or one wealthier family owning slaves, who would have looked after the other rooms, the kitchens and the wishes of their owners. 
Simelius writes about different ways in which wealth can be calculated from the excavated properties in Pompeii and the factors in which to consider when attempting these calculations. A point made in this article highlights one of the problems in which may be encountered based on population estimates and class levels: ‘house data exclude those in society who did not own property, such as the enslaved and the poor.[footnoteRef:2]’ this is due to not being able to correctly guess houses that owned slaves; the empty smallest rooms in which were occupied by slaves or slaves who were not given their own bedroom and were possibly made to sleep on the floor of their masters room.  [2: S.Simelius, pg. 603, 2022. ] 

This author writes the ways in which archaeologist have tried calculating the population based on house complexes and the distribution of wealth. This however holds limits as the true extent of housefuls and households cannot be fully calculated due to a lack of evidence on the entirety of who lived in some of those houses. 

[image: ]2 -The marine life mosaic in the House of the Geometric Mosaics. Measuring 88cm x 88cm and showing an octopus fighting a lobster.

Artistic decorations within households in ancient Pompeii have more typically been found in those of the wealthier houses. This could be due to the difference between the rich and the poor, and also the prices in which these decorations are sold (creating a barrier in which class could afford which decorations). This can be seen in the finding of more elaborated artworks and decorations in those of bigger households, and less elaborated decorations in those of smaller households and rented spaces. Types of decorations could be, frescos, mosaics, other paintings and ornaments found within the house and garden areas. We can also learn about the composition of households by examining these artistic decorations and trying to establish weather they belong to a household of one family or those of extended or multiple families. This can be done through examining the space in which these decorations are found and if they lack certain qualities than those in an adjacent room, or the level of wealth exude through the piece and weather they were brought by the same owner or someone else with a lower status than those in another section of the household. There are however limitations to using these decorations as a means to learn the composition of households due to damage, outliers and those that may have been sentimental or a different sign of wealth in ancient Pompeii than it may have been today. 

Only using certain features of Pompeii households as evidence is limited due to having only a small part of the household information, in which the bigger picture to the lives of those inhabiting these households is accessible. These glimpses of the people’s lives can only say so much and cannot give the facts of who the people are, how they lived and who inhabited these houses. When only using evidence in isolation the use or meaning may not be conveyed in the way in which is thought as these material remains can have different meanings when paired with other pieces of evidence. As such the use of a piece of artistic decoration on its own may show wealth or images of which may be relevant or irrelevant to that of the households. Having more evidence to support ideas of how households were run helps people learn more information about the dynamics of ancient Pompeii houses and the reflections of the features of a structural layout and the artistic decorations found within. Isolating such fragments of which create a larger picture and therefore knowledge of certain households can be a problem when reviewing and learning about attributes of ancient Pompeii and can cause a gap in understanding the definition of certain sections of life in these excavated areas and what these could possibly have meant to the people who lived there. 
Solely using limited evidence to estimate the wealth of some households can be challenging as ‘wealth could be used for other means of display, such as house decoration.[footnoteRef:3]’ This means that when trying to convey signs of wealth through an isolated process it cannot be as highly credited as wealth can be measured in different means than that of only structural remains or of decorations. Outliers can be especially challenging as when looking at evidence individually they may not reflect the narrative in which you may be looking to back up with this; due to the structure being disguisedly bigger or smaller to the purpose it may have been serving. As such the artistic decorations may not reflect the building it is housed in or the other decorations surrounding the buildings interior, therefore, unable to show wealth status or who was living inside the household.  [3:  Simelius, pg. 605, 2022. ] 



What we have learnt about households in Pompeii from evidence gathered from the remains that have been excavated thus far is that taking all the evidence provided into consideration is the best solution in understanding fully the composition of certain households and that taking one piece of evidence at face value is problematic and limits the meaning. In conclusion, the learning of household compositions within Pompeii has its limitations with isolated evidence and learning through the bigger picture of these houses and the lives of the people within is the best solution to credited learning and knowledge gain on this topic. 
Therefore, any examination of isolated evidence cannot be added into the conclusive knowledge of household composition without learning how it fits in with the other features found as this knowledge can only be gained when reviewing the evidence as a whole rather than singularly. This is due to the fact that any structural or material evidence cannot tell much truth in isolation however, with all of the evidence pilled together the bigger picture can be observed and only then can a more accurate truth be learnt about how households used to be composed within everyday life in ancient Pompeii. 
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4 )  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?    
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