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Introduction
Most cult activity happens within a concrete, defined 
place and is connected with a specific material 
setting. Cult sites are often defined by installations or 
microarchitectures (e.g. niches), which themselves often 
contain specific ritual objects (e.g. altars or statuettes 
of gods) and images (e.g. paintings of deities). Such 
arrangements are usually permanently visible; they 
inform us about the nature of the cult practised at the 
site and keep the cult ‘present’ beyond the moment 
of the ephemeral ritual activity. In the context of the 
cult, they also provide a ‘pre-structuring’ of perceptions 
and actions. Cult actions refer to the available material 
objects which guide the actions, organise the cult 
and make it ‘manageable’ (on the interdependence of 
agency and materiality, see Reckwitz, 2002, p.249; 2003; 
2008, p.112; Schatzki, 2002, p.xi). During the ritual, 
further items are embedded and/or consumed, which in 
turn contribute to a multi-sensory ‘densification’ of the 
event. Material culture is a profoundly important agent 
within such arrangements (Latour, 2000).

When looking at historical and archaeological 
contexts, the arrangements which result from the 
interaction of material setting and action can only 
be described plausibly when all available information 
– texts, wall-paintings, installations, spatial settings, 
objects, excavation results – is brought together to 
provide a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973). Inevitably, 
much information is lacking – yet this lack can often 
be compensated for by a broadening of perspective. 
For instance, if we broaden our chronological scope, 
it may become clear that ritual arrangements are not 
immutable, but instead are characterised by a high 
degree of dynamism and variability, which can be 
described in terms of structural dynamics, historical 
dynamics and social dynamics (Harth & Michaels, 2003, 
p.7).

Broadening our perspectives on the domestic 
cult in Pompeii has some significant advantages. 
This chapter will show how far the visual design and 
furnishing of cult areas changes over time – and with 

it, the ‘presence’ of the divine within domestic space. 
These material changes go hand-in-hand with changes 
in the cult actions. The domestic cult of Pompeii is 
therefore a particularly suitable case study for analysing 
the interdependence of material setting, experiential 
qualities and options for action. At the same time, 
variance does not only arise from a diachronic 
perspective, but also from looking synchronously 
across the evidence. As we shall see, even within one 
single time period, individual homeowners choose quite 
different cult addressees, cult practices and material 
settings.

Cultic diversity: The literary evidence
To set the scene for our exploration of Pompeian 
domestic cult, we will begin by discussing the literary 
sources that give us insights into domestic cult practice 
in the Roman world more broadly. These sources are 
particularly revealing with regard to the venerated 
deities, the actors, the ritual acts and offerings, and – 
importantly – the variety of options for action that 
were available.

A large number of textual sources dating from the 
Roman Republic to late antiquity provide us, often 
en passant and from a first-person perspective, with 
references to domestic cults. Amongst the most 
prominent testimonies are those of the comic poet 
Plautus (late third to early second century BCE), Cato 
the Elder, the poets of the Augustan period and satirists 
of the second half of the first century as well as the 
grammarians of late antiquity. Archaeologists often use 
these texts as a homogeneous group. However, all hese 
authors differ in terms of their knowledge, concerns, 
genre-specificity, and, most importantly, were writing in 
different periods. At the same time, most of these texts 
are centred on the city of Rome and mostly come 
from the Roman elite milieu. Taken together, they bear 
witness to a variety of cult recipients, ritual occasions, 
offerings, cult actions and ritual locations from the 
earliest period onwards, as the following discussion will 
summarise. 

The household gods venerated in Roman times 
were the Lares, who protected the house and family 
(Flower, 2017, pp.6–17), the Genius of the pater familias 
and the Penates, the various gods to whom the family 
was particularly attached (Fröhlich, 1991, pp.37–48; 
Foss, 1997, pp.198–9). These household gods received 
offerings on a variety of ritual and cult occasions. Early 
written sources (late third to first half of the second 
century BCE) reveal a core of common ritual practice 
in everyday domestic life. Sacrifices for the domestic 
deities happened on the calends, nonae and ides of 
a month, as well as on other festive days (Cato, Agr. 
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143,2), weddings (Plaut. Aul. 385–6), upon departure 
for a journey (Plaut. Mil. 1339) as well as upon return 
(Plaut. Stich. 534–5). Cult actions could be performed 
by different members of the household. Our sources 
emphasise the role of the pater familias in conducting 
the regular rituals of domestic worship, acting on 
behalf of the familia (Cato, Agr. 2,1 and 143,1). For 
the celebration of the Compitalia alone, the steward 
(vilicus) was obliged to make sacrifice at the compita 
or at the domestic hearth (in foco) (Cato, Agr. 5:3). 
Sacrifices and vows were made by individual members 
of the familia, including men, women, children and also 
slaves. In addition to the ‘official’ dates mentioned 
above, this could happen on other occasions, depending 
on the individual. For instance, Plautus mentions the 
excessive piety of one family’s daughter who made 
offerings to the Lar on a daily basis (Plaut. Aul. 23–5). 
With regard to the offerings, literary sources refer to 
practices that are difficult to prove archaeologically 
but which are highly relevant for our understandings 
of ritual procedures and their sensual qualities. One 
important component of the ritual act was the prayer 
(Cato, Agr. 141. 143). Incense rose up into the noses 
of those present, garlands of flowers were attractive 
not only visually but also haptically and olfactorily 
(Plaut. Aul. 385-6; Trin. 39), while an animal sacrifice – 
unblemished lambs and pigs (Plaut. Rud. 1206-8) – must 
have been a real spectacle, even on a reduced domestic 
scale. Meanwhile, according to some texts, the place of 
offering was the hearth of the house (in focum: Plaut. 
Aul. 385-6). Specific built installations and images are 
not explicitly mentioned.
Information about domestic cult is more extensive 
from the early imperial period onwards, and, in many 
respects, it also offers a more multi-faceted picture. The 
domestic deities are still regularly involved on various 
occasions. For example, Tibullus mentions monthly 
sacrifices (1, 3, 33–4). Rites took place at important 
biographical stages of life, such as birthdays (Prop. 5, 
12, 19; Tib. 1, 7, 49-54; Tib. 2, 2, 1–8; Ov. Tr. 3, 13, 13–8; 
Pers. 5, 2-5; Mart. 10, 24, 4–5; Censorinus, DN 2) or at 
weddings (Mart. 10, 24, 4–5). When meals were held, 
the domestic gods may have been imagined as present 
at the table and received ritual offerings (Petron. Sat. 60, 
8–9, Fröhlich, 1991, p.24; Flower, 2017, p.10). Domestic 
cult thus took place in regular and quite dense 
succession in the form of ritual acts.
In accordance with the multitude of potential 
occasions, concerns and sacrifices, the offerings took 
many forms. Traditionally, incense, wine, garlands, 
wreaths and flowers are mentioned until late antiquity, 
but also fruit and cakes (e.g. honey-cake) or bread and 
other items (Hor. Carm. 3, 17, 14-5; Ov. Fast. 2, 631–3; 

Tib. 1, 3, 33–4; 1, 10, 21–4; 2, 1, 59–60; Pers. 5, 2–5; Mart. 
10, 24, 4–5; Juv. 9, 137–8). It is noticeable how often 
cakes are now mentioned (e.g., Tib. 1, 7, 49–54, Mart. 
10, 24, 4–5). Horace (Carm. 3,17,14–5) and Tibullus 
(1, 10, 27–9) talk about animal sacrifices (piglets) in 
connection with the veneration of the Genius and 
the Lares. Tibullus refers to Arabian spices (Tib. 2, 
2, 1–8) as well as incense, cakes and wine, and Ovid 
mentions food offerings on platters (Ov. Fast. 2, 631–4). 
The spectrum of offerings seems to be more diverse 
in this later period, although it is difficult to know 
whether this is the result of an actual development and 
differentiation of domestic cult or only a ‘side effect’ 
of a larger number and variety of sources surviving 
for this later period. Tibullus’s exhortation ‘from his 
glistening hair let the ointment drip, and on his head 
and neck let soft garlands hang’ can be understood 
as a reference to a (toreutic?) statue(tte?) and its 
concrete integration into ritual action (Tib. 1,7,49–54). 
Installations that point beyond the domestic hearth are 
now also explicitly mentioned as sites of ritual action, 
be they shrines (Tib. 1, 3, 33–4.) or altars as places of 
sacrifice (Prop. 5,12. 19: ‘garlanded altar’; Mart. 10, 24, 
4-5; Ov. Tr. 3, 13, 13–8). In the absence of altars, the 
hearth fire continues to be the place of ritual offering 
(Ov. Tr. 1, 3, 43–4). In contrast, the term lararium, which 
is often used in research in an undifferentiated way for 
these domestic cult installations, is only documented 
later, in the Historia Augusta (SHA Aurel. 3, 5; SHA Alex. 
Sev. 29, 2–3; 31, 4–5). 
With the beginning of the Imperial era, the worship of 
the emperor was added as a new occasion and concern 
(Hor. Carm. 4, 5, 29–35). 

Archaeological contexts: The second and 
first centuries BCE

The literary sources discussed above give us a solid 
initial indication of the diversity of Roman domestic 
cult. However, the materiality of Roman domestic cult 
and its historical transformation become far more 
tangible when the archaeological contexts and findings 
are integrated into the analysis (Boyce, 1937, pp.10–18; 
Orr, 1978, pp.1575–7; Krzyszowska, 2002; Bassani, 
2008, pp.23–33). It is true that for the early period of 
Pompeii there are only scarce references to domestic 
cult activity, and that these have therefore rarely been 
specifically addressed in earlier research; nevertheless, 
this early evidence is particularly significant for the 
question of the material (non-)staging of cult.

Niches – ritual functions?
In houses of the second and first centuries BCE, cultic 
activities are usually associated with niches embedded 
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in the walls. In principle, however, niches can fulfil 
various functions. Since they are a common feature 
of Pompeian houses, most of the known niches lack 
evidence of a religious function and they may have 
served simply as a ‘convenient storage place’ (Allison, 
2004, pp.48–51, tab. 4.2). For example, the lamps 
sometimes found in them may have served for the 
daily household purpose of illuminating domestic 
spaces (Van Andringa, 2009, p.318). There are some 
additional signs that can help to confirm a ritual use 
of niches, such as (1) when they are associated with a 
portable or permanently installed altar (Krzyszowska, 
2002, pp.34–5), (2) when a spectrum of cult objects 
or votives has been found in or associated with them 
or (3) when they are combined with a characteristic 
cultic iconography. While we do have some isolated 
examples of built altars, there is virtually no evidence 
for votive finds from this period. Above all, however, 
a characteristic cult iconography is lacking for the 
period of the First Style, which is characterised by 
the imitation of marble veneering, and was popular 

Figure 1.1: House of M. Pupius Rufus (VI.15.5), sacellum with 
First Style decoration. (Photo: Annette Haug, with permission 
of the Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di 
Pompei).

in Pompeii in the period from c.200 to c.90 BCE. This 
leaves only a few cases for which a ritual use can be 
assumed with greater probability.

An important but not very representative insight 
into early domestic cult sites is provided by the House 
of M. Pupius Rufus (VI.15.5), which has a sacellum (Fig. 
1.1). The small, almost cramped room, which opens 
onto the atrium, is located to the right of the fauces 
(narrow entrance corridor). On its rear wall, stucco 
pilasters and entablature frame three irregular niches. 
Two masonry altars placed together on a two-stepped 
pedestal in front of them attest to their ritual function. 
The entire ensemble – cult room with two altars and 
three niches – can be dated back to the time of the 
First Style (Bassani, 2008, p.113). The multiplication 
of altars and niches suggests the worship of several 
deities in this separate place within the house but does 
not reveal whether they all enjoyed the same cultic 
attention.

In the House of the Faun (VI.12), two First-Style 
niches in the rear wall of the northern peristyle are 
connected with several objects – though these objects 
are of later date (Fig. 1.2). On the floor in front of the 
niches ‘were found two bronze tripods, two bronze 
candelabra, two terra-cotta lamps, two iron fire tongs 
and a branch of laurel’ (Boyce, 1937, pp.51–2, no.189, 
pl.5,4; Giacobello, 2008, p.273, no.V49). It is likely that 
these niches were originally used for rituals. Similarly, a 
fragmentary incense burner of the early first century 
BCE in the (presumably later redesigned) niche in House 
V.4.9 (Pompeii, Mag. 54032; D’Ambrosio & Borriello, 
2001, p.40, cat.38) as well as another early incense 
burner in the garden-lararium of the House of the 
Cenacle (V.2.h) (Naples, NM 121605; D’Ambrosio & 
Borriello, 2001, p.42, cat.47), which was redesigned in 
the Fourth Style (which was in use in Pompeii from 
c.50 CE until the destruction of the city), also hint at 
a presumably older cult function. These cult objects 
testify to the olfactory quality of the cult; beyond the 
moment of the ritual itself, their material presence and 
visibility also ensured that the cult remained present 
within the household. Nevertheless, these mobile 
objects do not provide reliable information about the 
location of early cult acts.

For other niches of the First Style, a cultic use is less 
certain, especially since other characteristics contradict 
that possibility. For example, the niche in the fauces of 
the House of the Ship Europa (I.15.1.3) is located at a 
height of 2.43m (Aoyagi, 1977, p.110, fig.41 as lararium; 
De Simone & Sampaolo, 1990, p.956, fig.2; Giacobello, 
2008, p.230, no.F3). Only with difficulty could this niche 
have been involved in regular ritual activity – rather, it 
should be understood as a ‘cultic show-niche’.
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Figure 1.2: House of the Faun (VI.12), cult niches with First Style decoration. (Photo: Nils Hempel, with permission of the 
Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di Pompei)

So far, we have discussed the architectural setting, 
which is ambiguous. When we turn to look at the 
ritual ‘furniture’, we see that this is characterised by 
a high degree of diversity. In addition to the examples 
mentioned above, we might refer to the terracotta 
altars with Doric friezes from the third and second 
centuries BCE from the House of Sutoria Primigenia 
(I.13.2) (Pompeii, Mag. 11669; D’Ambrosio & Borriello, 
2001, pp.30–1, cat.25) and the House of Ceres (I.9.13) 
(Pompeii, Mag. 7997; D’Ambrosio & Borriello, 2001, 
p.33–4, cat. 29), a stone altar from the early third 
century from House I.2.24 (Pompeii, Mag. 19869; 
D’Ambrosio & Borriello, 2001, p.35, cat.32) or a clay 
thymiaterion from the House of the Labyrinth, dating 
to the second century BCE (Pompeii, Mag. 21642; 
D’Ambrosio & Borriello, 2001, p.21, cat.9). These finds 
make it clear that some very old objects were still 
in use right up until the destruction of the city in 79 
CE. Their location and ritual embedding might have 
changed, but their advanced age must have given the 
cult an atmosphere of antiquity. 

Ritual structures
In this early phase (second and first centuries BCE), 
the evidence for installations and cult objects is too 

isolated and fragmentary for us to draw any far-
reaching conclusions about the ritual structure of early 
houses. The example of the House of the Faun (VI.12), 
however, seems to suggest that even in these early 
times a house could have had several ritual foci – here, 
the eastern atrium with its small altar and the northern 
peristyle with its niches. This contrasts with the 
situation in houses like that of M. Pupius Rufus (VI.15.5), 
where we find several cult installations centralised in 
one spatially confined configuration. 

In all cases, however, the cults had obviously been 
established in the area of the vestibule or atrium or 
in the peristyle courtyard (Simelius, 2018, pp.48–9). In 
this period, then, cult practice appears to have been 
bound to the courtyard areas of the house. One may 
assume that there were practical reasons for this, as 
these courtyards had enough space to accommodate 
a relatively large number of people. Cult is often a 
moment of social interaction, and this certainly seems 
true for early domestic cult in Pompeii. The material 
focal point of cult was made permanently visible and 
constituted a deliberate ‘display of piety’ (Lipka, 2006, 
p.330). A placement on a peristyle back wall was often 
chosen for the cult niches, thereby ‘staging’ the cult 
site for the inhabitants and guests of the house. During 
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ritual activities, the presence of such cult installations 
temporarily transformed the domestic spaces in which 
they were situated into sacred places. One can expect 
different uses of such domestic areas and a certain 
variance of corresponding domestic actions performed 
from an early stage. It cannot be ruled out, however, 
that kitchens as places of hearth fires were originally 
a cult focus (Foss, 1997, p.198) – long before the 
household gods received ‘specific’ cult niches.

Recipients of cult
Our evidence for the recipients of cult is even sparser 
than that concerning the location of cult sites. For 
example, we do not have images of Lares or other 
gods painted into these structures, nor any offerings 
that can be attributed to particular deities. The altar 
of the House of the Faun (VI.12) is known to have 
been consecrated to Flora, but this remains an isolated 
example. In this early period, then, all our information 
about the venerated deities comes from the literary 
sources.

Ritual practice
While much of the potential ritual significance 
of domestic cult during the second and first 
centuries BCE cannot be proven archaeologically, 
recent archaeobotanical analyses have contributed 
important insights into the nature of the offerings 
made in domestic contexts. Of particular value in this 
respect are the contexts of small pits containing high 
concentrations of carbonised remains of plants and 
animal bones that have been recovered from some 
houses. Older excavation reports tend to refer only to 
the carbonised remains of the last offerings before the 
79 CE eruption, and do not specify their identity (Van 
Andringa, 2009, p.246); however, such remains have 
been analysed and classified in more recent excavations, 
such as at the House of Amarantus (I.9.11–12) and 
House VI.16.27 (Robinson, 2005). In both houses, 
numerous small pits were excavated in the gardens 
(some less than 25cm deep, one of them even lined in 
the manner of a cist), which can be dated to the second 
century BCE (VI.16.27, eleven pits) and the first half of 
the first century BCE (House of Amarantus, nine pits) 
respectively. Each of these pits contained remains of 
burnt fruit and plants as well as animal bones. 

The plant species amongst these remains belong 
predominantly to commonly used crops such as 
grains, vegetables, fruits and nuts, plus myrtle or pine 
cones (Robinson, 2002, p.95, tab.1); they find parallels 
among deposits known from other houses, such as the 
House of the Wedding of Hercules (VII.9.47; Ciaraldi 
& Richardson, 2000). Prominent among the animal 

bones are those of piglets and cocks; in the latter 
case, it is the heads and shanks that are found, with 
the remainder ‘presumably being used in the kitchen’ 
and then eaten (Robinson, 2002, p.97). An exception 
is the House of the Epigrams (V.1.18.11.12), where 
the burnt remains of two whole hens were found. The 
composition of the individual deposits within each 
house varies slightly, so each of them represents a 
discrete event. Between the two houses, the deposits 
also differ in terms of the frequency of certain plant 
and fruit species or animal bones. For example, in the 
House of Amarantus (I.9.11–12) poultry bones are 
well represented, while the deposits in VI.16.27 are 
rich in pig bones and eggshells. Such remains have been 
interpreted as disposed burnt offerings to the domestic 
gods, since some of them, such as grains, beans, grapes, 
pigs and cocks as well as flowers or herbs, are also 
mentioned in literary sources as appropriate offerings 
for them (Robinson, 2002, p.97; 2005, p.115; 2019, 
pp.239–41). Notably, the range of species represented 
in this archaeological evidence is much broader than 
the relatively narrow spectrum of species that are 
mentioned in the textual sources.

The ritualised actions that might be inferred from 
these objects comprise a range of performative 
activities and reflect a certain degree of complexity 
within the domestic ritual ‘household’. They also 
offer insights into potential sensory stimuli and other 
qualities of the ritual performances. The pine cones 
attested in some of the deposits are known to give 
a ‘strong scent when burned’ (Robinson, 2002, p.97), 
and the same may be assumed for flowers or herbs 
(be they burnt on the altar or simply arranged as 
decoration). Meanwhile, the offering of piglets and 
cocks would have recalled, albeit on a smaller scale, 
the publicly staged blood sacrifices, which included 
the separation of animals into distinct body parts. 
These offerings might have been connected to special 
occasions, and probably involved several (or even all) 
members of the household in activities of preparation, 
conducting, and attendance at the rituals. These remains 
also imply different auditory stimuli, whether the 
clucking of birds or the grunting of pigs. At the same 
time, burnt offerings like grapes, some grains or other 
items which leave no obvious (or documented) remains 
may also be embedded in less elaborate individual, even 
daily, ritual expressions of piety by different members 
of the household. However, the small number of such 
deposits found in the peristyle gardens, especially 
compared with the long history of the buildings, 
might deter us from interpreting them as the material 
remains of daily ‘routine’ worship (Robinson, 2005, 
p.118). In a similar way, we need to be cautious in 
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Figure 1.3: House I.12.16, niche showing Bacchus under a pergola. (Photo: Jashemski archive, no. J64f1719)

assuming that burnt offerings on small portable altars 
inside the niches are connected with a common, or 
even daily, ritual procedure. As Robinson (2005, p.17) 
has emphasised, the upper parts of the interior of the 
niches conspicuously lack traces of soot. This indicates 
that most offerings were burnt elsewhere, probably 
on the domestic hearth. Yet, this lack of soot traces 
also raises the question of potentially different places 
or contexts of those offerings which were burnt on 
portable altars, as attested by the traces on the top of 
some of these altars.

Archaeological contexts: The Augustan 
period (32 BCE – 14 CE)
Cult areas decorated in the Second Style, which would 
thus be dated to the mid-first century BCE, are absent. 
Signs of an iconographic – and perhaps also cultic – 
reinterpretation fall into the Augustan period. At this 
time, the Third Style introduced a new form of interior 
design, comprising slim, sometimes vegetal columns, 
providing an ornamental frame for figurative images. 
Depictions of myths – and thus also deities – now 
played a prominent role in domestic space.

Divine iconography and ritual niches
Images of deities were often chosen as decorations for 
niches in atria and peristyles – albeit without narrative 
context. In House I.12.16, for example, the niche on 
the south wall of the atrium shows Bacchus under 
a pergola, while a snake occupies the lower portion 
(Menotti & de Vos, 1990, p.841, fig.5; Giacobello, 2008, 
p.233, no.A3) (Fig. 1.3). However, the niche is about 
two metres above floor level, so it seems to have been 
less a cult niche than a ‘visually staged area of gods’. 
In other cases, a cultic use is at least conceivable. 
For example, in the atrium of House IX.1.7 Venus 
and Cupid on a ketos (sea-monster), or perhaps a 
dolphin, appear in stucco relief on the rear wall of the 
conch niche (Boyce, 1937, p.79, no.381, pl.6,1; Gallo, 
2001, pp.41–2; Giacobello, 2008, p.247, no.A33). This 
iconography makes a ritual use seem possible, but this 
is not necessarily the case, since Venus and Cupid often 
appear on wall paintings that are not associated with 
niches. Images of gods are not per se an indication that 
a niche had a ritual function.



OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 10, SUMMER 2021 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

20

Figure 1.4: House of Obellius Firmus (IX.14.4), kitchen (18) 
with cult niche and Third-Style ritual iconography. (Photo: 
Annette Haug, with permission of the Ministero della Cultura 
– Parco Archeologico di Pompei)

Ritual niches with representations of the Lares
At the time of the Third Style, then, more images of 
gods appeared within Pompeian houses. Moreover, for 
the first time, individual cult niches now also housed 
a unique cult iconography, that is, the images of the 
Lares, which would subsequently become even more 
widespread in the period of the Fourth Style.

A niche in the kitchen of the House of Obellius 
Firmus (IX.14.4; Fig. 1.4) is framed by a painted aedicule 
with a pediment (Fröhlich, 1991, pp.69–70, cat.L111; 
Sampaolo, 2003, pp.453–9, fig.167, 168; Giacobello, 
2008, pp.218–9, no.114). The rear wall of the niche 
shows a Genius with a cornucopia, later flanked by a 
newly painted Lar. Below the niche there was a snake 
and an altar, on the right a banquet scene, on the left a 
pig (now lost). In the kitchen of the House of Sutoria 
Primigenia (I.13.2; Fig. 1.5), too, a lararium iconography 
dated to the Augustan period is combined with a 
niche (Fröhlich, 1991; Giacobello, 2008, p.156 – 8, 
no.28; Flower, 2017, pp.58–9). Under the niche, which 
is framed by roughly painted sausages, meat skewers 
and ham, a snake winds its way to an altar. The two cult 
niches, painted at about the same time, each create a 

visual framework of their own; here, a Genius stands 
in the centre of the niche (Fig. 1.4), there it is a flower 
tendril (Fig. 1.5). The cult focus at eye level is thus 
designed differently in each case. The visual framing of 
the niche is also different. Although in both cases there 
is a snake at an altar under the niche, different additions 
are made. In the House of Obellius Firmus, a banquet 
scene and a live pig are added; meanwhile, the niche 
of the House of Sutoria Primigenia is surrounded by a 
veritable collection of already prepared sacrificial meat 
(Fig. 1.5).

Despite their differences, these paintings attest 
to the appearance of a ritual iconography – one 
that relates to the cult of the Lares, and which 
introduces elements that become typical of their later 
iconography. These few cases do not allow us to draw 
any far-reaching conclusions; however, it is perhaps no 
coincidence that the early paintings of the Lares are 
found in kitchens (Fröhlich, 1991), while the niches in 
atria and peristyles were given a different decoration. 
It is possible that the iconography of the Lares was 
originally based on the specific pictorial needs of the 
domestic servants before it was adopted in the Fourth 
Style as the decoration of the atrium shrines.

Statuettes of the gods
Alongside the development of a domestic ‘iconography 
of gods’, the Augustan era also witnessed a considerably 
increased interest in small statues and statuettes: 
these included numerous images of gods, which were 
used to furnish atria and peristyle gardens. In the 
House of the Camillus (VII 12.22-23-24; Figs. 1.6 and 
1.7) the niches in the rear wall of the peristyle were 
furnished with statuettes – a small copy of the ‘Venus 
Anadyomene’ (height: 63cm), a statue of a young man 
(height: 75cm), and a statuette of a child with a rabbit 
(height: 40cm). The Venus statuette appears to have 
been displayed here alongside the other figures, which 
were not images of gods, as a pictorial element of the 
back wall of the courtyard. As in the case of the wall 
paintings of the same period, it is therefore not possible 
to conclude from the subject matter of the statues or 
statuettes whether an image-object was used for ritual 
purposes. Statuettes only became cult objects through 
a specific ritual integration.

Indeed, in several cases statuettes of gods have been 
found in connection with cult niches. Their dating to 
the Augustan period is often uncertain; moreover, 
the same statuette may have been incorporated into 
different contexts of use over time. For the majority of 
the statuettes of gods, their contextual integration into 
ritual contexts in 79 CE does not necessarily imply their 
ritual use in earlier periods. One exception is possibly 
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Figure 1.5: House of Sutoria Primigenia (I.13.2), kitchen (17) with Third-Style ritual iconography. (Photo: Annette Haug, with 
permission of the Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di Pompei)

Figure 1.6: House of the Camillus (VII.12.22-23-24), niches at the rear wall of the peristyle. (Photo: Jashemski archive, no. 



OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 10, SUMMER 2021 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

22

Figure 1.7: Venus Anadyomene from one of the niches in the 
House of the Camillus; First Century CE. (Photo: Jashemski 
archive, no. J71f0287)

Figure 1.8: House of Fortuna (IX.7.20), ensemble of 
statuettes from the domestic lararium. (Niccolini, 1890, pl. 3)

the shrine of the House of Fortuna (IX.7.20; Fig. 1.8) 
which contained a seated female figure, perhaps a 
Fortuna or a Concordia Augusta with the portrait 
features of Livia, and, perhaps belonging to the same 
ensemble, two bronze Lares (Boyce, 1937, p.88, no.439, 
pl.5,1; Orr, 1978, pp.1115–17; Giacobello, 2008, p.250, 
no.A39; Giglio, 2017, p.98, fig.56; Palmentieri, 2017, 
p.221). Due to their early dating, this set might have 
been presented as such already in the Augustan period.

Ritual practice
Ritual changes that took place since the Augustan 
period are particularly manifest in the offerings. This 
is illustrated by a second group of deposits from the 
House of Amarantus (I.9.11–12), which is dated to the 
early to middle First Century CE. A comparison of these 
later ritual deposits from the House of Amarantus 
shows interesting differences and changes to those 
of the earlier period, for instance, in the composition 
of the deposits of burnt plants and animal bones. In 
the case of the animal remains, for example, there is a 
change in the spectrum of species attested, while the 

range of plants broadens to encompass ‘significant new 
plant species’, including ‘ornamental plants’ (Robinson, 
2002, pp.95–6, tab.1-2). The latter, ‘ornamental’ ones 
might even, considering their olfactory qualities when 
burnt as offering or simply used as decoration, indicate 
a new tendency towards a valorisation of the domestic 
ritual act by sensory enrichment and/or a refinement of 
cult installations and ritual actions. 

It is worth emphasising that most of the plants 
and animals known from the deposits of the houses 
mentioned here are neither distinctive nor even 
specific to domestic ritual (Robinson, 2002, p.98). 
They can also be found among the remains uncovered 
on kitchen floors (VIII.4: Van Andringa, 2009, p.246), 
from foundation rites connected to the building of 
houses (e.g. the House of the Vestals, VI.1.7; Ciaraldi 
& Richardson, 2002, pp.79, 81), and are also known 
to have been used as offerings in public sanctuaries. 
August Mau (1900, p.160) mentions that the remains 
of burnt figs, pine nuts and cones, as well as other 
nuts and dates, were found in a small pit next to the 
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main altar of the sanctuary of Isis, while other burnt 
fruits were found in a lined pit in the corner of the 
temple courtyard (Ciaraldi & Richardson, 2000, p.80; 
Robinson, 2002, p.98). Comparing the material from 
foundation rites, sanctuary deposits and domestic 
rituals, then, suggests that there was no specific genre 
of ‘household offerings’, and that offerings made in 
domestic contexts were not distinct from offerings 
used in the context of other rites. Instead, we can trace 
a widespread contemporary use of a wide spectrum 
of plant-based food offerings (Ciaraldi & Richardson, 
2002, 80; Robinson, 2002, p.95, tab.1), below the level of 
the big public sacrifices; this was the result of individual 
choice(s), yet it must also have been guided by a shared 
understanding of ‘appropriateness’, in terms of religious 
practice, tradition and occasion. One side-effect of this 
shared spectrum of offerings, as well as the haptic and 
other sensory qualities of the associated rituals, may 
have been an affirming quality of each occasion as a 
‘sacral experience’ – whether this be in a large public 
sanctuary or at a small domestic shrine.

The final phase (62 – 79 CE)
With the advent of the Fourth Style, the visual setting 
of the houses again changes gradually. Architectural 
vistas now present a frame and stage for mythical 
images that remain popular. In the gardens, the number 
of sculptures increases significantly. With regard to the 
staging of the domestic cult sites, three factors are 
significant against this background:

 
1) The (once again) sharply increased popularity  

 of the cult of the Lares. 
2) The increased number of statue(tte)s of gods.
3) The resulting significant increase in the number  

 of securely identifiable cult areas in a house,  
 which makes it possible for modern scholars to  
 analyse houses and their ‘ritual structure’.

The new popularity of the Lares
In the period after the earthquake in 62 CE, a large 
number of Pompeian houses feature a cult site with 
depictions of the Lares; this cult site is emphasised with 
figurative and ornamental decoration, but often also by 
micro-architectures (Fröhlich, 1991, pp.68–109; Bassani, 
2008, p.114). It is true that the depictions are still 
found in connection with kitchens. Now, however, the 
worship of the domestic gods also appears in the atria 
and peristyles, primarily in the form of built installations 
in the form of elaborate open aediculae on podia, 
the so-called ‘Tempellararien’ (temple lararia). These 
miniature architectures attract attention and become 
the ‘optical pivot’ of the atrium. Unlike the niches 

that are recessed into the wall, they take up space by 
being set mostly, though not always, in the corner of a 
courtyard. Consequently, one could experience them 
from different perspectives, walking around them, and 
accessing the cult area from at least two sides.

This chronological concurrence provokes 
the question of whether the cult of the Lares in 
Pompeii gained popularity just after 62 CE – as an 
emotional effect of the earthquake destructions 
(Flohr, forthcoming). The constellation of the House 
of L. Caecilius Iucundus (V 1,26; Fig. 1.9) suggest this 
hypothesis (see Trinacity, 2019, pp.102–10; Giacobello, 
2008, pp.236–7, no.A39). Here a magnificent lararium 
was erected in the atrium after the earthquake. It 
consisted of a high podium with marble veneer which 
was surmounted by an aedicule supported by three 
wooden columns. Two marble reliefs decorated the 
shrine – one of them showing the earthquake of 62 CE 
(Touati & Boman, 2015). The unique constellation with 
explicit reference to the earthquake can illustrate that 
it was the domain of the Lares to protect the house. 

Figure 1.9: House of L. Caecilius Iucundus (V.1.26), atrium 
with Fourth-Style ‘temple lararium’, after 62 CE. Watercolour 
by Luigi Bazzani, published in 1929. 
(Photo: Luigi Bazzani, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons 
/ http://www.romeinspompeii.net/bazzani.html)

http://www.romeinspompeii.net/bazzani.html
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Figure 1.10: House V.4.3, niche representations of Fortuna, Venus, Bacchus, Jupiter, Mercury, Victoria, Hercules and Minerva. 
(Photo: German Archaeological Institute Rome, Nachlass Hofmann, Neg. D-DAI-Rom 31.2696)

Especially in a phase in which the city was presumably 
affected by earthquakes several times in succession, the 
cult may have regionally received special attention.

Cultic contexts with other iconographies (without Lares)
In addition to lararia that are identifiable via their 
specific iconography, there are niches whose ritual 
purpose is attested by other ‘religious’ paintings. One 
example is the aedicule-niche in the atrium of House 
V.4.3, which is surrounded by various representations 
of gods: Fortuna, Venus, Bacchus, Jupiter, Mercury, 
Victoria, Hercules and Minerva (Boyce, 1937, pp.39–40, 
no.118, pl.25,1; Giacobello, 2008, pp.240–1, no.A15; Van 
Andringa, 2009, p.260, fig.200; Fig. 1.10). This proves 
that the wall paintings in and around such niches did 
not necessarily have to refer to the Lares, and that 
domestic cult could also focus on other deities.

Statuettes of the gods
The great variety of domestic cults is even more 
evident in the large number of statuettes of gods found 

in connection with niches or aedicule shrines – here 
mostly in the cult areas in the courtyards (Lipka, 2006, 
pp.332–3). Although such statuettes (which were mainly 
made from bronze and terracotta) were found in only 
forty-six of the shrines from Pompeii and Herculaneum 
recorded by Fröhlich (Van Andringa, 2009, p.218), there 
is nevertheless a great deal of variety in the deities 
who were represented and worshipped (Fröhlich, 1991, 
p.31; Van Andringa, 2009, pp.256–60). For instance, in 
the lararium at the court of the House of the Cenacle 
(V.2.h; Boyce, 1937, p.37, no.108; Giacobello, 2008, p.264, 
no.V30), which was redesigned in the Fourth Style, 
four figures of deities were found: Mercury (bronze), 
Minerva (terracotta), a kneeling figure and a Bacchic 
head (terracotta). The Lares were absent here. The 
aedicule of the House of the Gilded Cupids (VI.16.7. 38; 
Boyce, 1937, pp.57–58, no.221; Giacobello, 2008, p.277, 
no.V58) instead contained two Lares, the Capitoline 
Triad and Mercury (all bronze), i.e. ‘ancestor/family 
cult, state cult, and personal cult combine seamlessly 
within this shrine’ (Hackworth Petersen, 2012, p.328), 
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and in the House of the Red Walls, the set consisted 
of two Lares, Hercules, Asclepius, Apollo and Mercury 
(all bronze), with a Genius painted on the back wall 
(VIII.5.37; Boyce, 1937, p.77, no.371, pl.31; Bragantini, 
1998, pp.620–2; Giacobelli, 2008, pp.202–3, no.94; 
Flower, 2017, pp.50–2). There are plenty of overlaps 
between these different sets of figurines (Mercury 
and Fortuna are common, for example); nevertheless, 
the divine constellations of each household were 
quite unique. The ensemble of gods represented and 
worshipped in a domestic shrine clearly ‘lay in the 
vicissitudes and preferences of the homeowner’ (Lipka, 
2006, p.333).

The House of the Cenacle (V.2.h) illustrates another 
aspect of domestic cult places. On the back wall of its 
shrine was a representation of Hercules (Parise Badoni 
and Sampaolo, 1991, figs. 47–9), who is not among the 
statuettes of gods found here. This did not mean, of 
course, that the (painted) iconography was insignificant 
for the cultic activities (Lipka, 2006, p.331). Rather, one 
must assume that cult recipients were represented 
in different media – in this case wall-painting and 
statuettes (Van Andringa, 2009, p.219).

The potential diversity of the deities venerated in 
the household shrines is also reflected in the material 
heterogeneity of their ensembles. Different sizes, 
materials, varying artistic qualities and technical features 
of the statuettes show that such groups may often have 
been formed successively and over long periods of 
time. This can be assumed for the bronze Mercury and 
the terracotta Minerva of the House of the Cenacle 
(V.2.h), or the set from the House of the Gilded Cupids 
(VI.16.7.38) (on both sets, see Lipka, 2006). 

In these cases, we can assume that not all of 
the statuettes were acquired on occasion of the 
establishment of a household as a complete ‘group 
of gods’. Instead, the ensembles are the result of a 
successive, cross-generational, ‘household-specific’ 
genesis: as Lipka writes, ‘the group of divine figures 
which constituted the household gods was not 
invariably fixed, but could be adjusted to the (changing) 
predilections of the house-owner’ (2006, p.343). 
According to our textual sources, the statuettes were 
probably not kept permanently on display at the place 
of the ritual activities, but instead were stored in 
cabinets (Boyce, 1937, pp.17–8; cf. Bassani, 2008, pp.31–
2; Allison, 1992, p.43; 1997, pp.334–5; Van Andringa, 
2009, p.219). Occasionally, this storage of statuettes 
is also documented archaeologically, for example at 
House V.4.3 (Krzyszowska, 2002, p.24). The case of 
the House of Sutoria Primigenia (I.13.2) is particularly 
significant. In the atrium there was a cupboard in 
which a miniature altar, a lamp and a terracotta figure 

of a reclining deity were kept. Apparently, the cultic 
‘set’ of a household was only taken out of storage on 
certain occasions and could therefore be used flexibly. 
Consequently, one can expect not only a certain cultic 
diversity in the houses, but also a particularly flexible 
staging and performance of cultic practices.

Houses with several cult foci
Despite all this flexibility, most of the ‘ritual features’ 
of a house were permanently visible. And by this 
late phase of the ancient city’s life, some houses 
incorporated several cult sites. The example of the 
House of the Gilded Cupids (VI.16.7, 38) may show 
that the cult areas of a house were often very diverse 
in appearance (Boyce, 1937, pp.56–58, no.220–1; Seiler, 
1994, pp.758, 764–8, figs. 82–4, 93–100; Lipka, 2006, 
pp.335–7; Bassani, 2008, pp. 220-221.). Here, we find 
a magnificent, richly stuccoed aedicule in the north 
wing of the peristyle, and a second, simpler shrine for 
the worship of Egyptian gods in the south-east corner 
of the peristyle. Holes in the wall and a rectangular 
recess in the pavement indicate a large wooden shrine 
of unknown design for the latter (Sogliano, 1907, p.556; 
Lipka, 2006, p.337). The House of the Cenacle (V.2.h) 
had three places of domestic cult activity: the above-
mentioned niche with the depiction of Hercules in 
the passage to the courtyard with its manifold god 
figures, another niche in the vestibule and a snake 
representation in the kitchen (Boyce, 1937, pp.36–7, 
no.106–8, pl. 8,1. 10,1. 17,2; Parise Badoni & Sampaolo, 
1991, fig.2. 4. 47–9. 58; Giacobelli, 2008, p.165, no.38; 
p.231, no.F5; p.264, no.V30). Based on such findings, 
Thomas Fröhlich and subsequent scholars have 
postulated a ‘ritual differentiation’ within the Roman 
household (e.g. Fröhlich, 1991, p.40; Foss, 1997, pp.211–
6; Flower, 2017, pp.48–9). A ‘complete’ iconography of 
the Lares is most often found in kitchens and service 
quarters, whereas, in particularly splendid houses, 
images of the Genius and the Lares are missing in 
prestigious and easily accessible areas (Fröhlich, 
1991, pp.28–9). Instead, in the atria of these buildings, 
statuettes of various gods important to the household 
are found. This differentiation in the iconography 
of the wall paintings and the distribution of the 
statuettes is seen as reflecting a social differentiation 
of domestic cult practice. Anna Krzyszowska (2002, 
pp.29, 47–8) also sees differences in the worship of 
Lares and Genius, and argues that it was primarily the 
dominus who sacrificed to the Lares in the atrium, 
while slaves in the kitchens sacrificed to the Genius. 
Similarly, John Bodel attributes the multiplication of 
cult areas in the house to the presence of different 
groups (nuclear family, slaves) who would each have 
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Figure 1.11: House of the Sarno Lararium (I.14.7), plan. (Lotta 
Böttcher on the basis of Morichi, Paone and Sampaolo 2017)

sacrificed to their own gods. The difference between 
the ideological concept of a united household (the 
familia) and the socially plausible reality of multiple 
‘households’ within the same physical house building 
would result in separate and parallel tracks of domestic 
worship among slave and freeborn members (Bodel, 
2008, p.265). Thus, the cult differentiation in the case 
of larger houses would reflect the social differentiation 
of the familia, with several shrines within the house 
serving different groups of the household (Foss, 1997, 
p.217; cf. Van Andringa, 2009, pp.229-32, who assumes 
a duplication of the cult for the slaves). Only Michael 
Lipka postulates that the domestic cults were shared by 
all members of a household: ‘In principle, all members 
of the household alike would have equal access to the 
ceremonies conducted by the head of the family at 
the various household shrines’ (2006, p.343). This is 
also because it is by no means clear whether, in the 
case of houses which have several shrines, these were 
used simultaneously on festive days, i.e. the rites were 
celebrated by the different groups of the household in 
parallel (Lipka, 2006, p.332). 

If one brings these various observations together, 
it seems that in this late, archaeologically well-
documented phase of Pompeii, larger houses had 
several cult areas that were spatially, medially and 
iconographically differentiated. This differentiation 
presumably also correlated with different groups 
of actors. However, the extent to which this ritual 
differentiation was actually directed at different cult 
recipients cannot be clarified on an archaeological basis.

Localisation and setting of the cult areas
The domestic cult sites were concentrated in two foci 
that were, spatially and architecturally, very different: 
that is, the courtyards (atrium and peristyle/garden) 
and the kitchens. Five of the shrines compiled by 
Boyce in his corpus of Pompeian lararia are located in 
the vestibule, sixty-one in the atrium, fifty-nine in the 
peristyle and forty-nine in the garden, while eighty-six 
are located in kitchens (Van Andringa, 2009, p.220, n.12). 

Courtyards function as spaces of transition, meeting, 
work and representation. Due to their spaciousness, 
larger groups of people could assemble there, and 
their illumination and ventilation provided an ‘open’ 
atmosphere. Kitchens, on the other hand, were often 
located in remote areas of the house, ‘shielded’ from 
communal life, and were dark. Even if kitchens with 
lararia are located in a courtyard area, as in the House 
of the Lovers (I.10.10,11; Giacobelli, 2008, pp.148–9, 
no.21), they are lockable and therefore ‘closed’ rooms 
(Kastenmeier, 2007, pp.132–3). Meanwhile, the hearth 
fire made the kitchen one of the warmest rooms in 

the house. Kitchens therefore have an atmosphere of 
intimacy which contrasts with the open atmosphere 
of the courtyards. Depending on whether they were 
located in a courtyard or a kitchen, the cult sites 
were thus integrated into very different ambiental-
atmospheric settings (for further exploration of this 
issue, see Graham’s essay in this issue). This implies 
a different intensity and immediacy of sensory 
experiences, as well as different audiences. Openness 
and visibility play an important role for the cult places 
in the courtyards, while the kitchens, in contrast, are 
hidden from the eyes of outsiders. In what follows, the 
forms of visual staging of cult in court areas will be 
examined in more detail.

In court areas, visibility seems to be a main guiding 
principle for the localisation of the cult places – in 
a multidirectional sense: Shrines were visible from 
different positions within the house; vice versa, the 
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Figure 1.12. House of the Sarno Lararium (I.14.7), view towards the niche (9) from the entrance area of the house (Photo: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Casa_del_Larario_Sarno_2.JPG; CC BY-SA 3.0)

occupants of those shrines – the Lares themselves – 
were provided with a multidirectional overview. This 
is especially significant when we consider that one of 
the main roles of the Lares was the protection of the 
household (Van Andringa, 2009, pp.226–7). In some 
houses, the location of shrines was obviously strategic, 
and they are placed on a visual axis which cuts across 
most parts of the house. This is the case, for example, 
in the House of the Sarno Lararium (I.14.7; Fröhlich, 
1991, pp.262–3, cat.L33, pl.5,1. 6; Clarke, 2003, pp.78–79, 
fig.41; Figs. 1.11 and 1.12; Giacobelli, 2008, pp.159–160, 
no.30). Here the bright-red-painted shrine is visible 
from the entrance, through a small atrium, narrow 
corridor and garden. The Lares in this house are thus 
able to keep watch over the entrance.

Meanwhile, in the House of L. Caecilius Iucundus 
(V.1.23,26; Boyce, 1937, p.33, no.80, pl.30.4) the open 
aedicule is placed in the north-west corner of the 
atrium, i.e. at the entrance side of the atrium. Indeed, 
altars of the Lares are often found in positions which 
are not visible from the entrance, and thus did not 

allow the Lares a direct view of the person entering. 
This suggests that the cult of the Lares was not 
explicitly directed or ‘staged’ towards the outside, 
and the entering guests, but rather towards the 
inhabitants of the house and their domestic space. As 
already suggested above, one guiding idea behind such 
placements may have been not only the view from the 
domestic space towards the cult installation, but also 
the view of this space from the perspective of the Lares 
themselves. This hypothesis brings together two aspects 
that are often separate in research on domestic cult: 
the visibility of the cult and the gods on the one hand, 
and the visual perspective that the gods themselves 
have, on the other. The gods watch over the house and 
are thus able to protect it – in this way, they become 
‘watchful Lares’ (Foss, 1997; Van Andringa, 2009, pp.227–
8). Visibility becomes a mode of power.

In the case of the House of the Gilded Cupids 
(VI.16.7, 38), the two shrines of the peristyle were 
quite different from one another, with regards to their 
visibility (Lipka, 2006, pp.335–7; Fig. 1.13). The aedicule 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Casa_del_Larario_Sarno_2.JPG;_CC_BY-SA_3.0
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Figure 1.13: House of the Gilded Cupids (VI.16.7, 38), plan 
of the house in its last phase with locations of the two cult 
installations (a: aedicule, b: shrine for Egyptian gods). (Lotta 
Böttcher on the basis of Seiler, 1992, fig. 96)

Figure 1.14: House of the Centenary (IX.8.6), niche 
and precinct in the side atrium, nineteenth-century 
postcard. (Photo courtesy Jackie and Bob Dunn / www.
pompeiiinpictures.com)

with its ensemble of Roman deities was not only 
located in a central and visible position in the peristyle; 
it was also close to a small, yet splendid room complete 
with alcoves, a mosaic floor and tapestry-style walls 
with four golden plaques covered with glass medallions. 
The (wooden) shrine for the Egyptian gods was also 
placed prominently in the peristyle, and was clearly 
visible as well; however, not only was this shrine located 
at significant distance from any private quarters, but 
it was also deliberately separated from the cult of the 
traditional household gods.

However, even in courtyards the idea of closeness 
and intimacy could become a guiding principle for the 
location and design of a cult site. In a corner of the 
side atrium of the House of the Centenary (IX.8.6; 
Boyce, 1937, pp.89–90, no.448, pl.40,2; Fröhlich, 1991, 
p.65; Fig. 1.14; Bassani, 2008, p.198; Giacobelli, 2008, 
pp.211–2, no.108) in front of a niche with a marble 
aedicule façade, two low walls (each 80cm high) formed 
a precinct of 1 x 1.80 metres. In the centre of this 
precinct stood a small altar, while outside its walls were 
two masonry benches. The character of this precinct 

as a discrete, yet visible domestic space is underlined 
by the painting of the low walls: their outer sides are 
uniform black, while the inner sides imitate precious 
yellow marble, highlighting the enclosed space (and 
the activities performed in it) as a domestic locale 
of special value. The diversity of ritual is thus also 
expressed in different forms of placement and design of 
the cult setting in the court-yard areas.

Ritual practice
In this last phase of the ancient city’s life, we finally 
grasp a range of activities that allows more concrete 
insights into the material dimensions of domestic 
cultic action. Objects documented in some of the 
household shrines can be connected confidently with 
the respective domestic cult activity and even specific 
actions. Thus, for example, a ‘basic ritual set’ might 
be hypothesised, which in turn might point to ritual 
practices and acts that were similar across households. 
But here, too, a diverse picture emerges. For example, 
in the lararium of the House of the Cenacle (V.2.h), 
in addition to the four statuettes already mentioned, 
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Figure 1.15: House of the Sarno Lararium (I.14.7), niche with 
Lares statuettes, bronze bowl and bronze lamp. (Source: 
Excavation photograph, De Vos, 1990, fig. 4)

the ritual set comprised a portable terracotta altar, 
a terracotta lamp, two coins and an amulet (?) in the 
shape of a dolphin (Boyce, 1937, p.37, no.108). Another 
ensemble from Domus V.4.9 was composed of two 
terracotta altars of different sizes, three statuettes and 
two small terracotta dishes of different diameter (10cm 
and 12cm) (Boyce, 1937, p.41, no.123). Meanwhile, the 
deep niche of the House of the Sarno Lararium (I.14.7), 
with its painted depiction of the sacrificing Genius on 
the back wall, included two statuettes of the Lares, 
a bronze lamp and a bronze bowl (Fröhlich, 1991, 
pp.262–3, pl.6; Clarke, 2003, figs.42–43; Van Andringa, 
2009, fig.201; Fig. 1.15).

Overall, the known ensembles of domestic ritual 
objects are not very extensive and speak against 
complex, multi-stage procedures. Often, they include – 
besides the occasional statuettes – lamps and bowls or 
small dishes as well as the small portable altars known 
already from older contexts, some still with remains 
of burnt offerings on top of them. The ensembles 
also appear to be composed of individual pieces of 
different ages. There is no typical ‘sacrificial set’ or 

‘standard equipment’ in the sense of a canonical set of 
objects that can be found everywhere (or at least not 
frequently), and which would potentially serve as an 
indication of a binding, equally standardised ritual. This 
means that it is not possible to reconstruct a general, 
or even uniform sensory quality of a specific ‘domestic’ 
cult practice. Yet, within the contexts of the domestic 
cult foci and their installations that have been described 
in this chapter, some facets of sensory qualities may 
be tentatively suggested. For instance, the lamps would 
have provided light of only limited intensity, especially 
within the limiting spatial setting of framing niches 
or aedicules that already necessitated the physical 
closeness of the actors. This spatially confined intensity, 
in turn, must have helped to focus the attention of 
the ritual actors and attendees, as well as to create a 
shared, temporal experience of a ritual locale that was 
different from the surrounding domestic setting. This 
focussed attention must have been especially enforced 
by the small scale of the statuettes on display and, 
above all, the commonly found, small, portable altars, 
which were used to burn offerings. The low height of 
these altars – sometimes less than ten centimetres – 
and the small volume of offerings that could fit onto 
their tops, again indicates the potential (or sought 
after?) intimacy of the temporary cultic event – 
although the resulting scent may have lingered in the air 
for some time after the ritual’s completion. In contrast, 
we have no traces of the possible acoustic elements 
of these rituals. Was there any background noise? Was 
sound used to deliberately mark specific moments 
of the ritual, emphasising the rhythm or sequence of 
actions? Or was the acoustic experience limited to the 
incidental sounds that arose from the performance of 
ritual actions? 

Finally, some objects with obvious connections 
to cult nevertheless defy a concrete functional 
interpretation, such as the marble ball from VIII.2,16 
(Boyce, 1937, p.74, no.344) or the bronze object in 
the shape of a sea snail which was found placed on a 
travertine plate on the floor under the niche in V.2,15 
(Boyce, 1937, p.35, no.94). In such cases, it would seem 
likely that these objects had a specific meaning and 
value for their individual owners.

The general impression is that the collections of 
objects found in the domestic shrines of Pompeii were 
eclectic and idiosyncratic and ‘regularly intermingle 
valuable objects with cheap ones, figurines of a certain 
scale and workmanship with others of different size and
quality, portrait busts with household objects’ (Bodel, 
2008, p.261). The character of each collection is clearly 
individualised and highly personal, with each object in 
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the collection having its own specific, intrinsic value 
(Bodel, 2008, p.262).

Conclusion
Our knowledge of the domestic cults of Pompeii 
is fragmentary, but this article has shown that 
it is possible to reconstruct some facets of this 
complex world by considering locations and settings, 
installations, imagery, objects and the organic 
remains of ritual acts – and, crucially, by adopting a 
diachronic perspective. The visual staging of domestic 
cult installations in the house, their intrinsic value 
as places and foci of cultic attention, as well as the 
sensory experience of ritual actions shows that 
domestic religion was rich and nuanced – and attest to 
considerable change between the second century BCE 
and the first century CE. 

In the second century and beginning of the first 
century BCE, household cult sites had no specific 
visual design and were not prominently embedded in 
the everyday domestic topography. Deities were not 
represented visually, and cult happened at simple places 
/ installations, as is indicated, in particular, by specific 
ritual objects such as altars and thymiateria, which were 
relatively small and therefore mobile. Remains of burnt 
plant and animal species indicate that a variety of items 
were seen as appropriate offerings for the different 
occasions of domestic cultic activity.

A first profound change took place in the Augustan 
period. Images of deities were now omnipresent in 
the houses, in the form of mythical images as well as 
statues and statuettes. The design of cult areas was 
not unaffected by this boom. For the first time, we 
can discern the furnishing of niches with a specific 
cult imagery: pictures of the Lares and other gods. 
Cult areas were now clearly set apart from their 
surroundings and gained inherent value in their 
respective household topography. This new prominence 
was also reflected by the cult installation’s setting 
and design – and possibly even by greater ritual 
sophistication, as seems to be indicated by the wider 
variety of fruit and plant species known from domestic 
ritual deposits.

The new prominence of domestic cult became 
even more apparent during the last years before 
the eruption of 79 CE. Pictures of the Lares were 
now omnipresent, and magnificently decorated 
‘Tempellararien’ were set up in prominent locations 
within the domestic space. Meanwhile, a great density 
of cult statuettes testified to the variety of cult 
recipients – and simultaneously made the gods tangible. 
Yet, despite all these shared features and trends, there 
was still an enormous variety within the landscape of 

Pompeian domestic cult. We find different locations, 
different types of decoration and offerings, as well as 
heterogeneous ensembles of cultic objects which had 
often been formed over several generations. All of this 
shows that the Pompeian world of domestic material 
religion was not one of high, traditional formalisation. 
Instead, it was dynamic and diverse, and characterised 
by an impressive range of material settings, ritual 
actions and sensory experiences.
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