
Roman domestic buildings 
 

In the two case studies below – the House of the Vettii, Pompeii, and the Apartments 

(Insula) of Diana, Ostia – we will explore both the concept and the practical 

experience of Roman domestic space through scholarship, literature and surviving 

archaeological remains. There are excellent web resources for both of these buildings.  

 

What is domestic space?  
 

Domestic space is a term that is used to separate the public sphere from the private 

sphere in the ancient world. It is often seen as a space that reflects more personal 

tastes, where individuals could push the boundaries of what was acceptable in the 

public sphere. It was impossible to escape the rigid hierarchy of Roman society totally 

in the domestic sphere, but bolder statements of identity and social position were 

possible there. Just as the ‘front room’ in a modern home is a place to showcase a 

large television, family pictures and one’s education in the form of a collection of 

books and/or art, a Roman home was a showcase for a person’s aspirations. This 

aspect of humanity is evident in both archaeological remains and literature. For 

instance, the poet Martial describes poor urban living conditions, while Petronius’ 

Satyricon (26–78) describes an ancient version of Abigail’s Party in the freedman 

Trimalchio’s house. While one must take all satirical works with a pinch of salt, it is 

astonishing how many of the domestic features Petronius describes can be found in 

the houses of Pompeii: from a ‘beware of the dog’ mosaic floor and wall paintings 

depicting a Homeric epic (Satyricon 29) to a fascination with exotic food (Satyricon 

36) and an image of Priapus. The need to display one’s wealth and reinforce social 

hierarchies was paramount.  

 

The home had more and less private spaces (Slides 1 and 2): the vestibule and atrium 

were open to all people (friends as well as clients), but the peristyle garden was open 

only to certain people, and the dining-rooms were reserved for very special guests. 

 

A limitation of literary sources such as Petronius – the arbiter elegantiae (‘style 

guru’) at Nero’s court – and Martial – who was always vying for a patron’s favour – 

is that both men inhabited the aristocratic world. Petronius mocks the money-

obsessed Trimalchio, who tries to engage in Platonic dialogue but ignores 

conventional philosophical subjects (e.g. love, life, beauty and truth) and asks, ‘What 

is a poor man?’ (Satyricon 48). While he outwardly pokes fun at Trimalchio, 

Petronius questions the values of the noble elite whom the freedman is trying but 

failing to emulate. Ultimately, neither Petronius nor Martial wrote with the objective 

of providing a truthful portrait of the Roman middle class for posterity, a fact that 

should be borne in mind when consulting these sources.  

 

The House of the Vettii, Pompeii 
 

The House of the Vettii was located in prestigious part of town (Regio VI), near the 

Nola Gate (the northern entrance), not far from the Forum at Pompeii (Slide 3). This 

area was largely residential, albeit with some taverns, and was inhabited by a number 

of important noble families, such as the nearby House of the Faun, which contained 

the famous Alexander Mosaic. The House of the Vettii gets its name from two bronze 



signet rings (Slide 4) found in the atrium near a metal strongbox. These record the 

names of Aulus Vettius Convivae and Aulus Vettius Restitutus, the first of whom is 

known from a list of Augustales (priests of the emperor, often freedmen) and as a 

witness from the surviving wax tablets of the banker Caecilius Jucundus. They were 

clearly members of an emerging class of wealthy freedman, and they had restored a 

number of wall paintings after the earthquake in 62 AD. The amphora on the signet 

rings suggest that the source of their wealth was trade.  

 

In the plan of the house (Slide 5), one can see how two houses were combined to 

make one larger house (see the smaller impluvium in room ‘v’). One can also imagine 

the dramatic experience of walking through a small, dismal entrance on a side street 

(Slide 6) and entering the brighter, wider space of the atrium, which then expanded 

again in the open space of the garden (peristyle). Upon entering a small, dark 

vestibule, one was greeted by the smiling face of Priapus, who weighs his massive 

manhood against a bag of coins (Slide 7). In Roman Pompeii there were still some 

things that money couldn’t buy. The narrow space of the vestibule opened into the 

atrium, where light poured down (and water too, if it rained) into the impluvium, a 

shallow pool that served to reflect the light from the roof (Slide 8), collect rainwater, 

and regulate the temperature of the room by absorbing heat in the day and retaining it 

in the evening. Beneath the impluvium a cistern collected rainwater, though it was 

dark and damp, and wine was probably add to act as an antiseptic. Off the atrium was 

the cubiculum (bedroom) (Slide 9), which had a nautical theme. Mythical scenes like 

Ariadne waiting with Cupid on the shore illustrated the owner’s education, and 

perhaps his livelihood.  

 

Only special guests were allowed into the garden (peristyle), where luxurious plants 

and garden follies dominated the space (Slide 10). Wealth and means were needed to 

purchase and care for exotic plants. A garden also suggested the owner had a 

significant amount a leisure time (or otium, as Catullus calls it), a privilege that only 

wealthy Romans enjoyed. Off the garden lay a dining-room (triclinium), painted in an 

expensive (if somewhat gaudy) yellow colour (Slide 11). Three couches would be set 

up on each wall, with paintings above the diners’ heads to stimulate discussion. The 

scenes in this room, all mythological, are a bit gruesome for a dinner-party. At least 

two of them are from plays by the Greek tragic poet Euripides and both seem to 

proclaim the dangers of too much Bacchic indulgence (Bacchus was the god of wine). 

In the play Antiope, Dirce, a devotee of Bacchus (a tendency that seldom ends well in 

Euripides’ plays), is cruel to Antiope and then tied to the horns of a bull by Antiope’s 

sons. The wall painting is violent, showing the moment when she is bound as the bull 

rears (Slide 12). In an equally chilling scene, Pentheus, the subject of Euripides’ play 

The Bacchae, is about to be decapitated by his mother, who in a Bacchic frenzy has 

mistaken him for a mountain lion. The way she holds him by his hair is both 

aggressive and motherly (Slide 13). What was the purpose of these paintings? To 

warn the guests of the tender balance between revelry and madness?  

 

Finally, the servants’ quarters are even more strange (if that is possible). Set in the 

smaller house, there is a servant’s bedroom with a graphic sex scene as well as a large 

statue of Priapus (Slide 14). Some scholars have suggested that this room was used as 

a sort of home brothel, while others believe it was decorated in this way simply to 

please a slave or remind them of their place. Either way, the fact that there is not a 

clear distinction between a servant’s bedroom and a mini-brothel is somewhat telling.  



 

The Apartments (Insula) of Diana, Ostia 
 

Not all Romans lived in houses, of course, and in the commercial town of Ostia there 

were a number of apartment buildings of various quality. Some had their own bathing 

complexes while others were a bit more basic in terms of amenities. Unlike Pompeii, 

Ostia was continually inhabited until the fourth century AD. So, although we have 

fewer material remains from there, they represent a broader chronological spectrum, 

with most building occurring in the second century AD. 

 

Without knowing how many people lived in an apartment, it is difficult to judge the 

living conditions. However, Martial’s Epigrams (e.g. 2.53) describe apartments, 

particularly cellae (akin to a modern studio apartments), as hot, airless places, where 

birds’ eggs fried in their nests and with ceilings so low one had to stoop to enter. The 

blocks were built so high and close together that Martial claimed he could shake 

hands with a neighbour (1.86). These buildings occasionally toppled over and escape 

was almost impossible in the event of a fire. 

 

The Apartments of Diana suggest that urban living was not all bad, however 

(although it is important not to judge by modern standards). Ostia had public paths, a 

number of public fountains and dozens of taverns, so there was little need to have a 

bathroom or a kitchen in one’s own apartment. The constant risk of fire would have 

discouraged many residents from trying to cook at home anyway, but in case of 

emergencies a large fire brigade (vigiles) was posted not more than a few blocks 

away. With limited public transport options, living near one’s place of work would 

have been a boon. The Apartments of Diana were located just north of the cardo 

decumanus, between the theatre and the Forum (Slide 15). It was therefore ideally 

situated close to the beating heart of the city, but on a quiet side street, near a baker’s 

shop. (There is an excellent video about the baker’s establishment on the Ostia Antica 

website; see web resources below.) 

 

The apartment building may have begun as two houses, and it has been dated as early 

as the Hadrianic period, with significant reworking carried out in the AD 150s (there 

is lots of Aurelian brickwork). While the upper floors don’t survive, reconstructions 

based on the surviving remains (Slides 16 and 17) suggest that they were more 

cramped than the lower storeys, with lower ceilings. Even apartment buildings 

retained a sense of hierarchy, with more wealthy patrons living on the lower floors 

and poorer people above, huffing and puffing up the stairs. Originally there was also a 

balcony on the first floor, which appears to have collapsed later, perhaps when the 

lower level was raided for materials. Ostia’s buildings can seem quite bright to 

modern visitors, but it should be remembered that few, if any, of them survive beyond 

a first floor, so it’s difficult to get a true sense of what a built-up street would have 

looked like in Roman times (probably much darker and more medieval in character).  

 

Nevertheless, the amenities at the Apartments of Diana are impressive: an ornate 

fountain with marble revetments (no. 28 on the plan), latrines (no. 17), beautiful 

Severan wall paintings in the downstairs rooms, and polychrome stone (opus sectile, a 

mosaic made from fragments of coloured stone and marbles) and mosaic floors in the 

bedrooms and hallways (Slides 18–20). A full and detailed analysis of this building, 



including recent excavation finds, is available on the Ostia Antica website (see web 

resources below).  

 

Conclusions 
 

The emerging image of housing in the Roman world is not necessarily one of dire 

poverty (though this certainly existed in both Pompeii and Ostia) but of a hierarchical 

organization of individuals and space that offered varying levels of access to 

amenities such as toilets and water. In the apartment blocks of Ostia, where the 

trappings of habitation have been removed, it is difficult to assess what living 

conditions were like. Each room could have been a comfortable pied-à-terre for a rich 

businessman, draped in silks and exotic perfumes, or, equally, a cramped home for a 

family of five containing nothing but lice-filled mattresses and a water pot (Martial, 

Epigrams 2.32 and 2.56). A single building may well have provided accommodation 

for both. Certainly, Martial’s idea of a hovel may have varied from that of a mason in 

Ostia or a prosperous freedman in Pompeii.  

 

Web resources 
 

House of the Vettii 
 

This site is an excellent resource with background, urban context, clickable plans of 

the house and its location in the city, bibliography and weblinks: 

http://web.mit.edu/course/21/21h.405/www/vettii/sources.html 

Images of the house can also be found on the 79 AD Eruption website: 

https://sites.google.com/site/ad79eruption/pompeii/regio-vi/reg-vi-ins-15/house-of-

the-vettii 

A virtual tour of the house is available on:  

http://www.pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/r6/6%2015%2001%20entrance.

htm 

 

Apartments of Diana 
 

The Ostia Antica website has full details of this site, including images, a plan and a 

history of the excavation: http://www.ostia-antica.org/regio1/3/3-3.htm 

There is also an excellent lecture on the building by Professor Diana Kleiner (Yale 

University): http://oyc.yale.edu/history-art/hsar-252/lecture-16#ch3 
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