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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?
Throughout this essay, I will be discussing how households in Pompeii were structured and how remains and partial decorations can be used in order to learn about the layout and possibly what each room was used for within the timeframe of use that the household had. This could be both inside and outside the house; including gardens, mosaics, frescos and how these were used as expressions of status.
Firstly, the insides of the houses were commonly split into parts so that every room had a different use. One example of this is a lararium that was uncovered in 2018 at Pompeii[footnoteRef:1] that was a richly decorated worship room with paintings on the walls depicting nature and hunting scenes. Both of these scenes would have occupied entire walls, possibly showcasing the sheer dedication that was put in place in order to have a worthy room for worship. Rooms were often multipurpose, and so having paintings all over the walls possibly do mean that this was the only room without another purpose apart from being used solely for worship and prayer. This could indicate social status or areas of belief, whereas most possibly could not dedicate one room solely to prayer and would have to fit their shrines and worship space into the corner of their house, if possible. [1:  Pompeii Sites. (2022)] 

As an addition, most depictions of households at this time period showed that each member of the house had a specific role to fill; for example the father being the patriarch and having a job, the mother being the housekeeper and looking after the children and the slaves helping to look after the household and do chores in order to keep the house ready for the family. Given this dynamic and looking at how houses needed to have space for everybody living there, we can say that the main family would have lived in the main living areas and the slaves may have lived either above or below, depending on if there were enough rooms to spare.
Secondly, the composition of households can be seen by the structural remains and ruins that are found at the sites in Pompeii. There were mostly larger domus in the urban areas for the higher classes[footnoteRef:2] which were split into separate rooms for many different uses. These rooms included an atrium in the centre of the house, which led into the cubicula, servant’s quarters,  triclinia, dining rooms plus the living rooms and others such as the kitchens or the gardens outside. Moving along the coast and into the countryside, there were living spaces and houses such as farms, or more villas which functioned like houses. There were often places in which fish could be bred, in addition to molluscs and other sea life. The villas, however, looked more like the upper class housing and possibly functioned identically. They had fountains and gardens which were adorned with sculptures and paintings which showed the design of the garden[footnoteRef:3] and added an additional view which could be admired along with the view from the terrace, if the house had one. Houses would usually take on a rectangular form, with rooms also being a similar shape to fit within the house itself. The atrium could be square as it was in the direct centre of the home, but it was usually also rectangular in shape with the rooms around it being square or similar. As time went on, houses would have needed additions depending on what was being done by the people residing inside. An example of this is if the homeowner was living out in the rural areas with animals and crops, they may have needed to use one or more of the rooms in order to store their crops and animal feed for the coming months or over the winter period when it was too cold to keep them outdoors. [2:  Pompeii Sites. (n.d.)]  [3:  (Gardenvisit.com, 2026)] 

There are limits to what we can learn from all of this isolated evidence, however, when we do not link it to its parts as a whole. You could, for example, simply focus on the idea that the families living in these large houses with many rooms had no use for most of the space and therefore it was wasted on them. If looking at all of the rooms and their different uses, however, you can start to see that the whole house had a use as well as meaning in every room and space. The gardens, atrium and triclinium were possibly used to entertain guests, and the rooms above or below the house were presumably used by the slaves in order to have their own space away from the family that they served whilst still being able to tend to their needs. The composition of the household is the main point of this idea, and it serves the purpose of showing that the house was designed around being comfortable but also lavish if in the higher classes to show wealth and status if guests were invited and entertained. There were also households which had sectors for the singular purpose of storing agricultural goods and having storage rooms, in addition to having large extravagant rooms for living and entertaining in. The atrium was the centre of the home, with all the other rooms encircling it in the largest houses.
In addition, artistic decorations could lend themselves to the composition of the household and showing of status. For example, if the owner of a house had painted busts of the Gods or Goddesses that they worship to put in their lararium to make it much more refined for the worship that they carried out, this would show that they have the money in order to firstly afford these things but also the space in which to put them. If this carried on into the rest of the house, within which there were also many more lavish decorations, well-carved seats or furniture or even paintings on most of the houses’ walls; these things could compose a household by showing the function of every room or helping to set a certain theme throughout the house. The household’s composition was kept as neat as possible if this was carried out, as the main portion for the family was the nicest looking part of all, with the servant’s quarters either above or below still being decorated to a certain degree of luxury. As time passed, the houses would have been more and more decorated as people got more comfortable with their status and wealth if they had it. Some houses may have had marble flooring or paintings adorning the walls, again showing status and how finely every little detail of the house was thought out, as with the walls being painted and floors being made of expensive marble. Architecture could lend itself quite heavily to showing status, as the way a home was build also indicated wealth and how much the family could afford to spend on how the house looked; for example, simply the design of the pillars around the house, the designs on the flooring or the wood that the furniture was carved from. Besides all of these things, gardens could be very open and lavish with fountains and water features running through them, possibly adorned with benches or bushes around the edges which would have to be kept watered and maintained by the slaves of the household.
In conclusion, the composition of a household in Pompeii can be seen from the remains of decorations, frescos and wall paintings as well as the layout of rooms in ruins of villas and floorplans from above. The decorations in a household related to the status of the homeowner or the family that resided there, along with their servants who kept the house clean and lived in with the family, either above or below depending on how the house was built. Additionally to the decorations, the decoration outside the house mattered as well as the garden would have to be maintained and decorated consistently; plus if there were paintings outside in the gardens, keeping those displays clean and clear would probably have been a priority of status and wealth.
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