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Types of Housing 

• Insulae; flats  

• Domus; a home for one family 

• Villa rustica/ urbana; a country house/ 
mansion 

 



Insulae 

• Literally “islands”, these 
were blocks of flats 
similar to our tenements. 

• Entire families would 
occupy a single room. 

• There was no running 
water, heating or ovens 
above ground level. 

• Insulae were occupied by 
Rome’s poorer citizens. 



Gold mines 

• Insulae were highly 
profitable to their 
owners. 

• New floors were 
added to maximise 
potential profits. 



Heights 

• Legislation was 
introduced by 
Augustus to prevent 
insulae being built 
over 21m. 

• After the great fire of 
Rome in AD 64, Nero 
reduced this to 18m. 

 



Fires 

• Any heating or 
cooking in the 
insulae came from 
braziers. 

• This meant the 
insulae were fire 
hazards. 

• Living at the top was 
most dangerous. 



Vigiles 

• The vigiles (town watchmen) were 
responsible for putting out fires. 

• When fires were too powerful to put out, it 
was safer for the city to knock down the 
buildings around the one on fire. 



Street life 

• Because poor people worked long hours, and 
there was neither entertainment nor facilities 
to cook at home, most plebs spent most of 
their waking hours outdoors. 

• They would use the public baths to socialise; 
eat at tabernae; and visit the theatre or 
amphitheatre for entertainment. 

• The insula was primarily a way of staying safe 
while one slept. 



The Domus 

• The domus was a self-contained residence. 

• Windows faced inwardly to the courtyard. 



Vestibulum 

• Most Roman houses 
opened onto the street. 

• Entrances were quite 
plain. 

• After entering the front 
door, a narrow hallway 
(vestibulum) led into the 
atrium. 

• It was sometimes called 
the fauces (“throat”).  

 



Tabernae 

• Tabernae were shop 
fronts (I’ve seen 
them called “retail 
outlets”). 

• These faced directly 
onto the street and 
only occasionally 
gave access to the 
domus. 



Atrium 

• This was an airy room with 
an opening in the roof 
(compluvium) for light and 
rain-water. 

• There were usually smaller 
rooms (cubicula) either side 
of the atrium. 

• Beneath the compluvium 
was a shallow basin 
(impluvium) into which rain 
fell. 

• This was both a practical 
and ornamental feature. 
 
 



Cubicula 

• These smaller rooms were 
used for many different 
purposes. 

• On the upper level of a 
domus they were usually 
bedrooms. 

• On the ground floor they 
may have been meeting 
rooms or studies. 

• Because cubicula were 
often private, some were 
used for religious purposes. 



Triclinium 

• This was the 
equivalent of a 
dining room. 

• It derives its name 
from the Greek: tri-
 ‘three’ 
+ klinē ‘couch’. 

 



Culina 

• The kitchen. 

• It was dark and 
smoke filled the 
room because there 
was no chimney.  

• This is where slaves 
prepared food for 
their masters and 
guests. 



Tablinium 

• A room behind the 
atrium which opened 
onto the peristylum. 

• This was the room where 
the pater familas greeted 
clients each morning. 

• Masks of family ancestors 
would be displayed here 
to show the noble 
heritage of the family. 



Peristylum 

• An open courtyard; 
its roof was 
supported with 
columns. 

• At the centre would 
have been a garden 
(often with statues) 
and/or a water 
feature. 



Exedra 

• A large room next to 
the peristylum.  

• It was usually 
elegantly and 
expensively 
decorated. 

• It was used for formal 
entertainments and 
lavish dinner parties. 



Villa 

• This was a luxurious 
country house, 
available only to the 
very well-to-do. 

• Villa rustica; the 
country villa.  

• Villa urbana; a 
mansion, essentially. 


