
PRIVATA LUXURIA:

TOWARDS AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF INTIMACY

Pompeii and Beyond

An International Workshop for Early-Career Scholars

Center for Advanced Studies of the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität Munich

24th–25th March 2011

Anna Anguissola (organizer)

Antonio Calabrò 

Margherita Carucci

Dora D’Auria                   

Miko Flohr

Riccardo Helg 

Taylor Lauritsen                          

Chiara Maratini

Laura Nissinen 

Helmut Schwaiger

contacts:                                                       

a.anguissola@sns.it +49-(0)17636169382 

Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München

Eberhard-Karls-Universität Tübingen / Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa

Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies

Université de Paris Ouest Nanterre La Défense 

University of Oxford

Università degli Studi di Bologna

University of Edinburgh

Università degli Studi “Cà Foscari” di Venezia

University of Helsinki

Österreichisches Akademie der Wissenschaften



How the concept of privacy was perceived in the Greek and Roman societies remains a 
widely debated issue. However different from ours the idea of intimacy in the ancient 
world might have been, does this automatically mean that it was diametrically opposed 
to the modern view?

To address this issue, the city of Pompeii provides a rare case in point, due to the 
extraordinary concentration and nuanced readability of contextual archaeological data, 
that unveil the dynamic interplay of space, décor and lifestyle, and how this shaped and 
rekindled social communication. Of course, levels of intimacy and the extension of 

‘public’ areas within a domestic building mirror directly the prestige of a household and 
the strategies employed to stage its affluence, i.e. its social capital. 

So far, scholarship has concentrated mainly on layout and paintings, to address the role 
that houses played in the construction of personal identities and in self-presentation. 

However, new interpretive models such as GIS-based archaeology, access analysis, and 
the study of larger complexes including both houses and workshops, have shown that a 
wider approach is required to define the Roman dwellings in terms of intimacy. The work 
of archaeologists, therefore, must restore a rich contextual view regarding the dense 
network of location, architecture, accessibility, lighting, landscape, decoration that 

shaped the houses of Pompeii and of the Roman world.

The workshop is targeted at international early-career researchers who have developed 
multi-disciplinary and highly innovative approaches to Roman housing. Contributors come 

from a variety of background and traditions, adopt different methodologies and draw on 
diverse theoretical approaches to address privacy and related problems. 

Invited papers address four major themes: the identification of private rooms within 
Pompeian households (Session I: A room for one’s own), the relationship between work 

and private life in buildings that hosted both houses and commercial or industrial 
facilities (Session II: Work and privacy under the same roof), the use of quantitative 
methods to define the levels of intimacy within a building (Session III: Quantifying 

privacy), the effect that inner organization and movement played on layout in two key 
moments of Pompeian history – i.e. the earlier Samnite phase and the last few years 

before the Vesuvius’ eruption (Session IV: The spatial organization of privacy). A last 
session provides a comparative perspective with two case studies: the houses of the mid-
and later Imperial period in northern Africa and the Ancient Near East (Session V: Privacy 

beyond Pompeii).

The round-table aims at bringing new contributions, from a variety of points of view and 
according to the new trends in field research, to one of the traditional core areas of 
archaeological research in Munich: Pompeii and the history of Roman domestic 
architecture. 



Session I: A room for one’s own

ANNA ANGUISSOLA (Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München)
Dynamics of seclusion: the Houses of the Labyrinth and of the Gilded Cupids at Pompeii

The paper revolves around theoretical approaches to the cultural issues of privacy and 
representativeness in the houses of Pompeii. Case studies are two lavish residencies, the 
layout of which dates to key moments in the urban history of Pompeii: the years that 
follow the setting of the Roman colony, and those immediately after the disastrous 

earthquake of AD 62. In both buildings, location and features of rooms around the rear 
portico are determined according to subtle criteria to diversify their degree of visibility. 
In the House of the Labyrinth, visitors admitted to the garden would slowly discover a 
radically different view than that exhibited from the front atrium, culminating with a 
leisure suite that finds no parallel at Pompeii. At the core of this setting is the cubiculum

with the well-known labyrinth mosaic, where historical and political hints stage the social 
and ideological world of the master. In a different yet comparable way, in the later 
House of the Gilded Cupids, the position and features of a cubiculum (that decorated 
with the golden medallions from which the building derives its conventional name) play 
a fundamental role in shaping visibility and movement around the columned court. 

LAURA NISSINEN (University of Helsinki)
In the privacy of one’s bedroom (?)

Today privacy is considered as a fundamental human right. How this complex concept, 

however, was perceived in the past societies has not been fully understood and needs 
still further consideration. The idea of privacy in ancient world was certainly different 
than the modern view, but does this automatically mean that it was completely opposed 
to ours? This paper presents ways to explore the differences and similarities of this 

concept, concentrating on the theme of local privacy i.e. how privacy is perceived in the 
domestic sphere of ancient dwellings. How private were the Roman houses? Who was 
entitled to privacy? The Roman house which centered round the atrium or peristylium

comprises segmented organization of space where the possibility for privacy could have 
been granted for sleepers when needed, and it seems that the settings for sleeping 

among upper class Romans were solitary rather than social, and sleeping was arranged in 
more or less fixed places. Besides, wealthy Latin authors often praise the tranquility of 
their bedchambers. Some, albeit vague, allusions are made even to members of the 
(nuclear) family having their own bedchambers. In the archaeological material, however, 
some of the rooms with seemingly public location in the Pompeian and Herculaneum 

houses have been interpreted as cubicula and according to the recent analysis of 
material culture, the use of space within the house was relatively flexible. 

Abstracts



Session II: Work and privacy under one roof

ANTONIO CALABRÒ (Eberhard-Karls-Universität Tübingen / Scuola Normale Superiore 
di Pisa)
Pompeian cauponae in their spatial context: interaction between bars, inns and houses

So far, scholarly interest in retail industry for food and drink at Pompeii has mainly been 
aimed at defining the archaeological criteria for identifying these establishments, their 
types and distribution throughout the city. Discussion has focused only seldom on the 

relationship between cauponae and the complexes in which they were embedded: 
workshops, houses, hospitia, and public buildings. A wide exploration of these spatial 
arrangements constitutes a precious chance for understanding the social aspects of both 
bars themselves and the larger structures to which they belonged. This paper examines 

the patterns according which inns and bars were situated inside buildings with features 
commonly regarded as domestic. In the present research, such problems are considered 
in terms of structural integration, interference or independence between commercial 
and residential concerns, accessibility, impact on intimacy of the house, the changing use 
of space.

MIKO FLOHR (University of Oxford – Assistant Director of the Oxford Roman Economy 
Project)
Work and leisure under one roof: workshops in Pompeian atrium houses

The study of Pompeian atrium houses has naturally focused on their residential qualities, 
and our present framework for interpreting Roman domestic space tends to put a strong 
emphasis on the role houses play in the construction of personal identities and in socio-
political discourse – especially related to the social status of the male heads of the 
households inhabiting these buildings. While there are good reasons to assume that this, 

especially for the larger houses, is a relevant and useful paradigm, it has much less to say 
about the houses inhabited by people who had a less prominent position in the socio-
political spectrum of their community, and who spent their days with other things than 
politics. Essentially, it defines these houses negatively – by what they were not. Yet, 
these houses, too, were atrium houses – though they exploited the possibilities of the 

architectural concept in a different manner, and the way residential priorities were 
combined with other priorities has to add to our understanding of what atrium houses 
were and could be in the Roman world. This is especially true for houses incorporating 
workshops. An analysis of these houses sheds new light on the flexibility of an old 

concept.



Session III: Quantifying privacy

CHIARA MARATINI (Università degli Studi Ca’ Foscari di Venezia)
Domestic spaces and commercial activities in selected domus of Regiones V and VI at 

Pompeii

Research activities focusing on the evolution of domestic spaces from fourth and third 
century BC houses to AD 79 in Regiones V (insulae V,3 and V,4) and VI (insulae VI,7 and 
VI,14) at Pompeii reveal that many of them underwent transformations, according to 

social and urban changes known from Pompeii’s history. In some cases cubicula or 
private houses were converted to shops, workshops and taverns. The amalgamation 
determine deep contrasts to our eyes, by assembling together rich and elegant domus or 
shops and industries within the same neighbourhood. Spatial analysis and predictive 
models, performed with GIS technology by combining excavation data and architectural 

studies, also demonstrate that changes in the distribution of domestic spaces and the 
evolution of urban landscape in these city blocks are strictly interwoven processes 
involved in the social and economic development of the ancient city.

M. TAYLOR LAURITSEN (University of Edinburgh – Director of the Doors of Pompeii 
Project)
Fines Domestici: The Form and Function of Boundaries in the Campanian House

This paper seeks to assess the role of doors and partitions in structuring the relationship 
between public and private space in the houses of Pompeii and Herculaneum. 

Traditional interpretations of these dwellings have depicted the interaction between 
visitors and inhabitants as being directly influenced by the architectural arrangement of 
domestic space. Yet little attention has been given to how boundaries may have 
contributed to or constricted this interaction. Utilizing data collected during the 2010 

season of the Doors of Pompeii and Herculaneum Project, an architectural survey of 
doorways in 32 Campanian houses, this paper will consider the ways in which 
boundaries influenced the construction of private space in the home. 



Session IV: The spatial organization of privacy

DORA D’AURIA (Université de Paris Ouest Nanterre La Défense)
Spatial organization in middle-class houses of III and II c. B.C. at Pompeii: the example of 

Casa del Granduca Michele (VI,5,5)

The investigations carried out in the last ten years by the teams involved in the Regio VI

Project have produced interesting data about the most ancient periods of life of 
Pompeii, allowing a detailed study of such contexts previously neglected. In fact, if the 

most luxury houses of the III and II centuries B.C. are well-known, there are still many 
aspects to inquire about the middle-class houses left for a long time at the side of 
scientific research. The identification of well preserved contexts has provided interesting 
data about the organization of spaces inside the house and the relationship between 

rooms of private and public feature, allowing the analysis of both their architectonical 
and decorative form. One of the best preserved domus discovered during these 
investigations is the one found under the republican structures of Casa del Granduca 
Michele (VI, 5, 5). This house, built in the III c. B.C., has been fully excavated and, 
therefore, it represents a very interesting case-study within this frame, providing many 

information about the structure and decoration of both domestic and residential rooms 
and their layout within the house.

RICCARDO HELG (Università degli Studi di Bologna)
Transformation of domestic space in the Vesuvian cities: the façades 

The evidence from Pompeii and Herculaneum offers a unique opportunity to investigate 
the evolution of domestic space from traditional dwellings – i.e. the atrium house – to 
buildings that intensively and rationally exploited the urban space. Transformations in 
layout as well as the progressive development of upper floors testify this process, that 

took place during the last years of life of the Vesuvian towns. So far, scholarship has 
concentrated mainly on the effects that a shift from single occupancy houses laid out on 
a single floor to multistory buildings inhabited by several families had on the plan. This 
paper focuses instead on exterior arrangements and investigates how the façade 
reflected these changes while adapting to the new inner layout. Architectural features –

such as large windows and projecting structures (maeniana) – represent, within this 
frame, important evidence of a new concept of domestic space and mirror a new 
dialogue between private and public spheres.



Session V: Privacy beyond Pompeii

MARGHERITA CARUCCI (Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies)
The ambiguity of intimacy in the cubiculum

Among the several room-types of Roman houses, the cubiculum is the most ambiguous 
space. In the literary texts, in fact, the cubiculum often appears as the stage for the 
performance of activities that require a certain degree of intimacy or secrecy: sleeping, 
recovering from sickness, sex, murder, and suicide. However, the same room may be 

used for less intimate occasions such as dinner, philosophical discussions, and business 
transactions. In archaeological record, by contrast, the cubiculum seems to be easily 
identifiable by the presence of a platform or the specific layout of the floor mosaic which 
mark out the area for the accommodation of the bed. Nevertheless, a deeper analysis of 

this room-type in terms of location within the house, relation to other rooms, physical 
access, and decoration shows that any conclusions about the activities held in this room 
and the way in which ancient users experienced this domestic space are far from certain. 
The paper analyses a number of cubicula from a sample of Roman houses in Africa (and 
possible Spain) in imperial times with the support of literary evidence. Aim of the paper 

is to verify whether a possible better understanding of meaning and uses of intimacy in 
the cubiculum may help with reading this ambiguous space of Roman housing.

HELMUT SCHWEIGER (Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Institut für 
Kulturgeschichte der Antike)
Late Antique and Early Byzantine Houses in Western Asia Minor

Late Antiquity, as an historical period, is characterized by the interplay of tradition and 
innovation in many fields. Changes in administration and economics deeply affected 
society and the everyday’s life of the citizens of the Roman Empire. Therefore, domestic 

architecture had to provide new spatial arrangements and bear a new set of features in 
combination with prevailing building traditions. Western Anatolia provides several 
examples of monumental palaces, whereas the houses of the middle and lower classes 
seem not so well documented. Contrary to this general situation, the excavations in 
Ephesus brought to light diverse types of dwellings, built and inhabited in different 

times. This offers to archaeologists the unique opportunity to study and compare a wide 
diversity of domestic buildings and the concepts that lay beyond them. Although some 
aspects remain unclear, we can attempt to reconstruct the household organization and 
to restore the dialectics between public and private spheres in late-antique houses. 


