

House of Menander
(Casa del Menandro)
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The tablinum of the House of Menander, taken from GreekReporter.com, image credit: Carole Raddato


Situated in the i.10 insula of Pompeii, the House of Menander is a vast villa that dominates the insula. It encompasses an area of roughly 1,800 square metres (19,000 square feet), and as a result it comprises the vast majority of the insula it sits within (Raddato, 2019). The landscape of the villa contains a number of different developments, such as newer-styled peristyle gardens, and elegant gateways and columns throughout the rooms. Finds in the house of a large silver horde suggest that the owner of the house may have been incredibly wealthy, given the sheer scale of both the finds, and the house itself. Though the owner of the house is uncertain, it can definitively be said that it was not the Greek playwright Menander who lived here at the time of Vesuvius’ eruption, given that his writings predate the villa by several hundred years. 
While the complex itself is named the House of Menander as a broad term, ‘house’ as a modern concept may be the incorrect categorisation, given that it is comprised of several different structure and buildings, each with an individual function, such as the atrium and tablinum. Atriums functioned as what the modern audience would call an ancestral space, dedicated to the maternal leader of the house. Typically, it would be lavishly decorated, with a symbolic bed standing in the middle of the room as an offering to the household (Cavazzi, 2024).  Separated by a curtain rather than a solid wall, the tablinum acted as a reception hall into the house, wherein guests could be received before progressing further into the complex. 
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Atrium of the House of Menander, photographed leading to the tablinum and peristyle, image courtesy of Johannes Eber, 2022
Excavations began in November of 1926 – June 1932, using many standard forms of excavation and research of the time; study of the building materials and techniques, alongside the study of wall-abutments and anomalies (Ling et.al, 1983). Five different stages of development (or phases) of the house have been recognised through the excavations of the house, with the majority of the surviving decorations of the house surviving from the 5th of these iterations (Ling et.al, 1983). By the time excavations had truly been underway, the damage to the later developments of the house were made clear; extensions to the upper-floors of the house had collapsed as a consequence of the earthquakes surrounding the eruption of Vesuvius in 79A.D, however the collapse of some walls and the subsequent reveal of previously closed off areas offered an insight to the extents to which modifications were made to the structure of the house. Notably, areas such as the peristyle and atrium were altered in order to change the layout of the buildings and separate them, while inconsistencies in some walls allude to demolition of these walls in order to connect previously separated rooms, such as the south-west side of the bath-suite. A constant number of changes structurally made to the house imply an abundance of wealth by the family (or families) who owned it, suggesting they were of great wealth. The seal found within the servant’s quarters of the house engraved with the initials QPS suggest it could have been occupied at a point by Quintus Pontius Sabinus, the cousin of Emperor Nero’s second wife Poppaea Sabina (Sheldon, 2022). Evidence of carts and agricultural tools found within the stable yard of the complex imply there may have been connections to the agricultural industry of Pompeii, which would suggest where some of the wealth of the household came from. Pompeii was an area rich in fertile soils, making it an ideal location to cultivate three crop types; cereal grains, olive trees, and grape vines (Gracco, 2025). The presence of agricultural items within the House suggests there may have been some form of connection to the industry, and as a result it would have both financially benefitted the homeowners, but also allowed them to contribute material goods to the local economy by producing tradeable goods. 
Material culture of the house creates our greatest impression of the building and its occupants, in particular through the impressions created by the choice of frescoes and mosaics within the rooms. Given that the namesake of the building derives from the frescoes of the Greek playwright Menander, it is unsurprising that the entire house contains images of Greek plays and myths, such as the frescoes of the theatrical masks, found on the west wall of the atrium. Themes such as poetry and plays decorate the majority of the house, with the occasional mythical creature, however a clear focal point of myths can be seen in the mosaics within the bath-suite of the house. Each side of the bath itself is lined with scenes of dolphins bearing tridents, seahorses, and elegant pottery with vines and plants. These decorations may act as an allusion to the God Neptune, or at the least to show to any visitors an association to the water deity, once again as a method to highlight the knowledge of the homeowner. 
Architecture of the house offers a further insight to the life of those who lived there, including their piety as Roman citizens, demonstrated by the surviving lararium, or household shrine. This lararium ‘bound the family to its past and encouraged its present success’ (Davies, 1978), and the complexity of the House of Menander’s shrine suggests the residents sought to achieve two things. Firstly, that the homeowners wished to dedicate themselves to their household religion through the construction of the shrine; and secondly, that they may have wished to flaunt their wealth to those who visited the house, as this would have been a dramatic sight for those who saw it. Household religious, and worship of the household gods, were common aspects of the Roman life, however being able to dedicate such an elaborately decorated lararium would have been more unusual at this time. 
Silver items dominated the large majority of items found within the house, and of these they were extremely well preserved given the secure storage of them previous to the eruption of Vesuvius. The unfinished building works inadvertently helped to preserve the material culture of the house; by ensuring it was stored in a way that minimised damage to the pieces. Of the items, eating ware made up a vast majority of them, including a skyphos (two-handed drinking cup), depicting the trials of Hercules. By combining both expensive materials such as silver, and the iconography of the 12 labours, even cups within the house demonstrated the wealth and sophistication of the homeowner. A grand sum of 118 items were recovered, a vast majority of these stored safely in chests with layers of blankets for an additional layer of protection while they were stored. Jewellery was also found amongst these items, consisting of three pairs of earrings, two small necklaces, two arm rings, two hairpins, a bulla, eleven rings, and a small ball of fine gold wire, the latter of which may have been intended for repairing the other items, though this is uncertain (Painter, 2001). Items such as these continue to show the wealth of the occupants, as they were able to own not only silver items, but gold jewellery, which would have had the sole function of elevating the image of the wearer. 
Fractures across the frescoes and mosaics are one of the greatest forms of damage to the house, in particular to the walls of the house, both externally and internally. There are however, some indications of damage by potential looters, indicated by small holes created within the walls and layers of volcanic rock (Ling, 1997), however there appears to  have been very little success in regards to the looting aspect of this venture. Whether those who attempted to pillage were killed in the resulting fallout of the eruption, or were already killed is uncertain, however there were 18 bodies found within the house, including those of at least one child, and women (Madain Project, n.d). Images of the site within the modern day show very little changes to the structural aspects of the building, showing the strength of the building materials used by the Romans throughout the centuries. When visited by a modern audience, the largest difference that can be observed is the addition of metal doors which have been added in order to cordon off the site outside of the vising hours for tourists. It could be argued that the largest changes made to the perception of the house for an audience, occurred within the years of the Covid-19 pandemic – temporary signage was added in order to create a one-way system for tourists to safely walk around the house with minimal risk of cross-contamination between people. This may not have made a structural difference to the villa but would have altered the way in which an audience would be able to engage with the site, in the interest of public safety. For a modern audience, this would not be something of great note, however it is nonetheless a stage in the life of the site, and the wider city of Pompeii. 
In 1978, the British Pompeii Project embarked on further documentation works within the city, including the House of Menander, in order to gain a more thorough understanding of the city previous to its destruction in the volcanic eruption. The house had remained untouched by archaeologists following the excavations in 1932, and therefore this project sought to create a picture of the lives of those within Insula i.10, with the findings compiled into four volumes, tackling the architecture, the silver findings, the decorations, and the finds within the insula. By tackling the house within the wider scope of its insula and location in the city of Pompeii, rather than just as a standalone structure, the British Pompeii Project were able to gather a far broader image of how the occupants may have lived within their contemporary society. There have been no architectural changes made to the buildings however, aside from the doors added in order to control the flow of people throughout the buildings. No effort has been made to restore the rooms, but there has also been no call from the public for such conservation efforts to be made. 
Much of what makes this house an impressive sight even after the destruction caused by the volcano is the sheer scale of the buildings, spanning the majority of Insula i.10, which in turn showcased the status of those who lived in it, and their subsequent wealth in order to have funded the numerous modifications made to the buildings. 
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