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The End of the Roman House 
SIMON P. ELLIS 

Abstract 
The disappearance of the Roman peristyle house 

marks the end of the ancient world and its way of life. No 
new peristyle houses were built after A.D. 550. Theories 
of disaster are inadequate to explain the disappearance of 
the Roman house. From the fourth century on, an in- 
creasing number of rich houses and public buildings were 
abandoned. On the other hand, the largest houses were 
more elaborate than before, with many specialized recep- 
tion rooms. These developments are explained by a con- 
centration of wealth and a more autocratic form of pat- 
ronage. As public assemblies declined, aristocrats con- 
ducted more of their business from home. Classical cul- 
ture became restricted to a narrow elite. 

No archaeologist or historian would now dispute 
the idea that the ancient world, and the ancient city, 
disappeared from the Mediterranean before the year 
700. Academic thought has now moved on to try to 

identify the stages in this process. In such discussions 
the end of the Roman house must play a prominent 
part. The disappearance of the Roman house can in 
some ways be seen as a more important transforma- 
tion than the loss of territory to barbarian kings, for 
the essence of the ancient world was its way of life. 

Although political boundaries might change, aristo- 
crats such as Sidonius Apollinaris could maintain a 
Roman viewpoint in Visigothic Aquitaine, but when 

people stopped living in the Roman way, then finally 
the ancient world disappeared. 

I focus on the peristyle house as the ideal "Roman 
house," because it can be said to represent the "Clas- 
sical" way of life, and because an aspiring aristocrat 
would tend to choose this kind of house. Most of my 
discussion will concentrate on the eastern half of the 

Empire because the peristyle house continued to be 
used longer there. The latest known peristyle house 
that was probably built in toto is the House of the Fal- 
coner at Argos, dating to around 530-550.1 The latest 

incomplete, and perhaps only partially rebuilt, house 
is from Hermione in the Peloponnese, dated to the end 
of the sixth century. Both dates are based on mosaics 
as assessed independently by Spiro and Sodini.2 I will 

' G. Akerstrom-Hougen, The Calendar and Hunting 
Mosaics of the Falconer in Argos (Stockholm 1974). 

2 M. Spiro, Critical Corpus of Mosaic Pavements of the 
Greek Mainland in the Fourth to Sixth Centuries with Ar- 
chitectural Surveys (New York 1978) 172. J-P. Sodini, 
"Mosaiques palaeochr6tiennes de Grece," BCH 94 (1970) 
790-93. 

argue that no, or few, new houses were built after 
A.D. 550. Though rich houses, built at an earlier date, 
continued to be occupied in Late Antiquity, they were 

increasingly converted into groups of small, poor- 
quality apartments. 

The most common explanations for the disappear- 
ance of the Roman house fall into two groups: one at- 
tributes it to inadequate archaeological evidence, and 
the other, what I call the "disaster theory," claims that 
houses and owners were destroyed. 

Considering that many earlier Roman houses exist, 
and were discovered even with 19th-century archaeo- 

logical methods, it seems unlikely that a whole range 
of new peristyle houses remains to be found. The mo- 
saics would of course attract most attention, and one 
alternative is to redate the mosaics of existing monu- 
ments to a later date. The poor coin supply to parts of 
the Mediterranean after the mid-sixth century could 
account for problems of dating. Coins of the early 
years of Heraclius are not, however, uncommon finds, 
and yet we have no peristyle houses of the early sev- 
enth century and, in truth, very few from the sixth 

century. Houses which date to the later seventh and 

eighth centuries have been found recently, most nota- 

bly in Jordan, at Pella3 and Gerash. Here the Um- 

mayad palaces used mosaics, including regular Ro- 
man motifs,4 but there are few traces of rich domestic 

housing. 
Historians have cited three kinds of disasters to ex- 

plain the end of the Roman city: the "barbarian" in- 
vasions, earthquakes, and plague, particularly the 
Great Plague of A.D. 542. None of these explanations 
is, in my opinion, satisfactory. All three kinds of dis- 
aster had occurred throughout antiquity, but the cities 
concerned had risen from the ashes. For example, 
British historians and archaeologists now believe that 
within 25 years of the Black Death the population re- 
turned to its earlier level.5 The desertion of Mediaeval 

villages in Britain is now attributed to long-term agri- 
cultural failure. The disaster itself is not a sufficient 

explanation. The important question is: Why did the 

3 A. McNicoll et al., Pella in Jordan 1 (Canberra 1982). 4 K. Cresswell, Early Islamic Architecture (New York 
1969) 522-643. R. Ettinghausen, From Byzantium to Sas- 
sanian Iran and the Islamic World (Leiden 1972) 17-35. 

5 C. Platt, Mediaeval England (London 1978) 126-29. J. 
Hurst, "The Wharram Research Project: Results to 1983," 
Mediaeval Archaeology 28 (1984) 77-111. 
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Fig. 1. Subdivision in the Freudenhaus, Ephesus. (Photo author) 

survivors not rebuild the town or estate? Did they 
move the site of the settlement, or did they not have 
enough resources to rebuild it? In considering the end 
of the Roman city or of the Roman house we should 
thus look at underlying social or economic constraints 
rather than at disasters. 

From the fourth century the physical form of the 
Roman city changed. Social and economic changes in 
the Empire as a whole meant that several types of Ro- 
man public buildings lost their traditional roles in the 
urban community. The most obvious example is the 
pagan temple.6 Some have argued that only the most 
politically sensitive pagan cults were suppressed in the 
Theodosian period, but it is possible to find evidence 
of suppression of smaller shrines as well. Of signifi- 
cance for our topic is a correspondent of Libanius, an 
aristocrat, who converted a temple into a house under 
Constantius, but was later turned out by Julian.7 All 
kinds of entertainment buildings-baths, theaters, 
circuses, and amphitheaters-were criticized by the 

6 G. Fowden, "Bishops and Temples in the Eastern Ro- 
man Empire," JThS 29 (1978) 53-78. 

7 J. Liebeschuetz, Antioch: City and Imperial Adminis- 
tration in the Later Roman Empire (Oxford 1972) 152. 

8 C. Mango, "Daily Life in Byzantium," JOBG 1981, 
337-53. 

9 C. Foss, Ephesus after Antiquity: A Late Antique, By- 
zantine, and Turkish City (Cambridge 1979) 80. 

10 S. Stucchi, L'Agora di Cirene I. I lati nord ed est della 

clergy with varying effect. Large public baths and the- 
aters seem to have largely disappeared by the mid- 
sixth century.8 Public squares in several cities were 
filled with small houses between 300 and 500-at 
Ephesus,9 Cyrene,10 and Salona"1 in the fourth cen- 
tury, at Thasos in the sixth century,12 and at Thu- 
burbo Maius in the sixth or seventh century.'3 This is 
the context in which Libanius speaks of people buying 
goods all over Antioch rather than in any particular 
market.'4 When the temples around the forum were 
no longer in use, and the decline of town councils 
meant fewer public meetings, the central square of the 
city was no longer the center of public life. 

In sum, if a Roman of the first or second century 
had visited a city of the sixth century he would have 
been bewildered, as all the physical landmarks had 
changed. Yet the now obsolete buildings represented 
the beauties and the long Classical tradition of most 
cities. Civic pride required their preservation. During 
the Theodosian period a whole series of edicts was 

Platea Inferior (Rome 1965) 294-346. 
11 C. Clairmont, Excavations at Salona, Yugoslavia (1969- 

72) (Park Ridge 1975) 88-90. 
12 B. Holtzmann and 0. Picard, "Travaux de l'Ecole 

Franpaise en 1972-Thasos," BCH 97 (1973) 536-37. 
13 L. Poinssot and R. Lantier, "Les fouilles de Thuburbo 

Maius en 1924," BAC 1925, 71-85. 
14 Liebeschuetz (supra n. 7) 59. 
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issued to prevent the degradation of abandoned public 
monuments.15 The laws were concerned with preven- 
ting fire, but they were also designed to preserve at 
least the facades of the major public monuments. The 
interiors of the buildings were of less concern. The in- 
side was frequently given over to small houses, a phe- 
nomenon best referred to as "subdivision" and famil- 
iar from most archaeological sites in the Mediterra- 
nean. These small communities within the shells of 
earlier monuments were of great advantage to the city 
authorities. They helped preserve the facade of the 
city's great Classical heritage, and probably became 
part of the clientele of whichever aristocrat gave them 
the site. 

By "subdivision" I do not mean simple adaptions or 
additions to preexisting buildings. Subdivision in this 
context is a process whereby walls or small rooms were 
built inside earlier buildings, turning them into collec- 
tions or communities of small apartments. Subdivision 
is more than a social development; it is a style of archi- 
tecture as well. Divisions are not erected at random, 
but follow certain architectural principles. They can 
be found dividing earlier rooms that still today con- 
serve mosaics and wall paintings, and yet the divisions 
themselves will not be plastered, and will be founded 
on top of, rather than cutting, the mosaic (fig. 1).16 
Subdivisions are also found in specific locations within 
buildings, indicating a degree of planning. These prin- 
ciples can be illustrated by some examples. 

The most common form of subdivision is the divi- 
sion of porticoes into rows of little cubicles with col- 
umns in the corners of the rooms. The best preserved 
example of this kind is the House of Hesychius at Cy- 
rene.17 Here the peristyle of the house was blocked, 
and only the upper part of the arch between each pier 
was left open as a window. The blockings were com- 
paratively well built in large dressed blocks. Similar 
blocked peristyles can be found in houses throughout 
the Empire, e.g., at Sirmium, Tipasa, and Apamea.18 

15 Y. Janvier, La legislation du Bas-Empire romaine sur 
les Edifices publics (Aix-en-Provence 1969) esp. 356. 

16 These characteristics apply to all Late Antique walls 
built within earlier rooms (as opposed to complete new 
rooms or extensions) published to 1982. S. Ellis, An Archae- 
ological Study of Urban Domestic Housing in the Mediter- 
ranean AD 400-700 (Diss. Oxford Univ. 1984). 

17 S. Stucchi, Architettura cirenaica (Rome 1975) 490. 
18 M. Parovic-Desikan, "Excavations of a Late Roman 

Villa at Sirmium," Sirmium 2 (1971) 15-44. J. Baradez, 
"Nouvelles fouilles a Tipasa," Libyca 9 (1961). J.C. Balty 
ed., Colloque Apamee de Syrie: Bilan des recherches archeo- 
logiques 1973-1979 (Brussels 1984). 

19 The civil basilica at Ordona, Apulia, was subdivided in 

The palaestrae of baths and the colonnades of civil ba- 
silicas were subjected to the same treatment.19 Block- 
ings of courtyards are closely related to the better 
known phenomenon of blocking street colonnades. 
For example, a law of 406 ordered the demolition of 
wooden divisions in the portico outside the Hippo- 
drome at Constantinople.20 

Subdivisions also commonly crossed the middle of 
rooms. Rooms selected included a room next to the 
street, and the triclinium, or oecus, off the far side of 
the peristyle from the entrance to a house. Often the 
walls were only waist high, and were topped by a line 
of large dressed stones or stone basins. The basins 
have often led archaeologists to interpret these rooms 
as stables. When the basins are in rooms next to the 
street this is certainly possible, as for example in the 
House of the Stuccos at Djemila.21 In other cases, 
however, the basins are in the triclinium. A typical 
example is in the House of the Hoard at Utica.22 The 
subdivision runs across the center of the room, and is 
built out of rough small-stone masonry topped with 
stone basins. The wall lies on top of the mosaic and 
does not cut through it. If the room were a stable the 
horses would have had to gallop through the peristyle 
to reach it. The room is also rather remote for any 
other public function, such as a shop. We can find an- 
other similar division in the Freudenhaus at Ephe- 
sus,23 this time topped with a simple course of large 
dressed blocks (fig. 1). These divisions presumably 
had multiple functions. The function of those in the 
triclinium seems particularly obscure. As we shall see, 
there is no sign that use of the triclinium was in de- 
cline in late antiquity. 

The architecture of subdivision is determined by 
the size of the space to be divided. Porticoes were al- 
ways divided but if the court was a large one, such as 
the palaestra in a bath complex, a basilica, or a fo- 
rum, independent small houses could be built in the 
central area. A good example of this development is 

the fifth century: E. Casteels, "La basilique d'Ordona," in 
J. Mertens ed., Ordona 5 (Brussels 1976) 56-58. Examples 
of subdivided palaestrae in baths are widespread: in Portu- 
gal, J. Alarpao and R. Etienne, Fouilles de Conimbriga 1 
(Paris 1977) 168-70; in Turkey, J. Russell, "Excavations at 
Anemurium," TiirkArkDerg 20 (1973) 201-19 and 22 
(1975)121-39. 

20 Cod. Theod. XV.1.45-46. 
21 M. Blanchard-Lem&e, Maisons a mosaiques du quartier 

central de Djemila (Cuicul) (Paris 1975) 181-95. 
22 M. Ennaifer and M. Alexander, Corpus des mosaiques 

de Tunisie I.1: Utique (Tunis and Washington 1973) 11-13. 
23 W. Jobst, "Das offentliche Freudenhaus in Ephesos," 

OJh 51 (1975-1976) 61-84. 
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Fig. 2. Plan of the House of the Frescoes, Tipasa. (After 
J. Baradez, Libyca 9 [1961] plan 31) 

the palaestra of the baths at Anemur,24 where a small 
three- or four-room house with a central corridor was 
erected. 

Subdivision has been recorded in all kinds of public 
buildings. In addition to those we have already men- 
tioned, there is the amphitheater at Tebessa,25 divided 
in the fifth century, with small houses all round the 
arena. In Yugoslav Macedonia the theaters at Stobi, 
Ohrid, and Bitola26 were all covered with small 
houses in the sixth to seventh century. Generally sub- 
divisions are notoriously difficult to date. They were 
often in use with the original floors of the rooms, so 

24 Russell (supra n. 19) 121-39. 
25 R. Lequement, "Fouilles a l'amphitheatre de Tebessa 

(1965-68)," BAAlg Suppl. (1968) 35-39. 
26 For Stobi, see J. Wiseman and D. Mano-Zisi, "Exca- 

vations at Stobi 1970," AJA 75 (1971) 395-411. For Bitola, 

that there are no deposits stratigraphically associated 
with the structures. Finds inside the divisions them- 
selves are rare, and probably redeposited from a much 
earlier period. 

The only substantial literary reference to subdivi- 
sion comes from the Chronicle of Joshua the Stylite.27 
Demosthenes, governor of Edessa, was faced with an 
influx of country people after a famine in A.D. 500- 
501. He responded by blocking the colonnades of the 
winter baths, and putting down straw matting. Sub- 
division is, however, much too widespread to be mere- 

ly a reaction to an occasional famine. It must represent 
permanent settlement. This impression is best con- 

veyed by the House of the Frescoes at Tipasa (fig. 2) 
which is probably the clearest extant example of sub- 
division.28 The divisions were all built of rough small- 
stone masonry set in earth. In the northwest corner of 
the house Rooms 15-16, Q, R, and T formed a com- 
mercial property. Room R represents a typical in- 
stance of blocking a street portico. At one end of the 
room there was a large tank built out of stones set in 
burnt clay. The other end of the room (T) was par- 
titioned off. The level of the floor in R matched the 
level of the raised earth floor in Room Q, with which 
it communicated. Rooms 15 and 16 also opened off 
R/T. Room 16 contained eight storage jars buried up 
to their necks in the floor. The northeast apartment in 
the house was a large one consisting of eight rooms: 
I-K, 8, and 11-14. It was separated off from the rest 
of the house by doorways added in the east and west 
porticoes of the peristyle. The original entrance to the 
house (S) was subdivided along its length, perhaps to 
create separate entrances to the northern and southern 
apartments. In the southern part of the house there 
were three apartments. The apartment in the south- 
east of the house consisted of five or six rooms (D-G, 
4-5, and U) and was separated from the rest of the 
house by two oddly angled walls in the southeast cor- 
ner of the peristyle and Room E/4. Storage jars were 
found in Rooms G and U/5, which may suggest that 
this was also a commercial property. On the south 
edge of the house two rooms with irregular subdivi- 
sions 2 and 22 were probably shops. The last apart- 
ment consisted of the remainder of the rooms in the 
southeast part of the house-1, 3, and 19-21. This 
apartment contained Room 1, the old triclinium, 
which was subdivided with the typical wall across the 
middle of the room. All the rooms in the apartment 

see T. Janakrecska, "Late Antique Micro-Dwelling Entity 
Found above the Theater in Heraclea Lyncestis," Macedo- 
niae Acta Archaeologica 3 (1977) 81-102. 

27 Chronicle of Joshua the Stylite 43. 
28 Baradez (supra n. 18). 
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turned on a central axis running from a door in the 
northwest corner of Room 1 due west to the street. A 
subdivision in Room 3 created a separate room with a 
corridor running along the axis toward the street. The 
privacy of Rooms 1 and 3 was further assured by the 
erection of a curved wall blocking the line of sight 
from the street through Room 20. 

The main cistern under the triclinium (1) was filled 
with fifth-century pottery, while the earth floor in 
Room Q contained a hoard with two coins of Valen- 
tinian III. Just to the north of the house was a hoard 
of 1500 coins, the latest of which dated to before 538. 
The subdivisions transformed a rich house into four 
apartments of poorer quality. It contains divided por- 
ticoes and triclinia. Above all, this example demon- 
strates how spacious buildings of the earlier Roman 
period became densely packed, enclosed, communites 
of poorer people. These poor communities developed 
in many of the old public buildings, behind the great 
Classical facades in the centers of many cities. 

Apart from subdivision, the only form of housing 
for the poor that is recognizable in archaeology is the 
ubiquitous one- or two-room shops that fronted the 
porticoed streets. We have seen some possible exam- 
ples in the House of Frescoes. There are a few richer 
residences such as the House of the Consoles and the 
Peristyle House at Side that were probably built at 
the same time as the adjacent portico in the mid-fifth 
century.29 Both houses have a modicum of architec- 
tural decoration, such as column capitals, and some 
plain mosaics. Their plans are relatively sparse and 
compact. 

The most important movement in Roman housing 
of this period is the absorption of a variety of public 
functions into the houses of the aristocracy. As Olym- 
piodorus claimed in the mid-fifth century, every house 
in Rome was like a separate city.30 In Rome the 
houses of senators probably had chambers for private 
audience from a very early period, but provincial 

29 A. Mansel, G. Bean, and J. Inan, Die Agora von Side 
und die benarchbarten Bauten (Ankara 1955) 39-47. 

30 Olympiodorus Histories, frg. 41. 
31 For a general description of the house, see R. Goodchild, 

"The Palace of the Dux," in J. Humphrey ed., Apollonia, 
the Port of Cyrene: Excavations Conducted by the Univer- 
sity of Michigan 1965-67 (LA Suppl. 4, 1976) 245-58, and 
for the chapel in particular see J. Ward-Perkins, "The 
Christian Architecture of Apollonia," in the same volume, 
267-92. The house has been reassessed by S. Ellis, "The 
Palace of the Dux at Apollonia and Related Houses," in 
G. Barker, J. Lloyd, and J. Reynolds eds., Cyrenaica in An- 
tiquity (BAR-IS 236, Oxford 1985) 15-25. 

32 St. John Chrysostom clearly encourages the construc- 
tion of estate chapels in his 18th Homily on Acts. Other 

houses seem only to have taken on these rooms from 
the late third or early fourth century. The exception 
was the private bath, which had existed in villas from 
the earliest times. 

So far the only certain example of a private chapel 
is found in the House of the Dux at Apollonia.31 Al- 
though originally identified, without foundation, as 
the residence of the Dux of Cyrenaica, the house is not 
exceptional in size, and has no mosaics, making it very 
difficult to date. The chapel has three apses and three 
aisles. It is located in a more private part of the house, 
the opposite side from the main entrance. It is hard to 
identify chapels archaeologically as they have the 
same apsed form as the standard Late Antique tricli- 
nium. Moreover, both chapel and triclinium used the 
semicircular marble sigma table as an altar or dinner 
table. It is also worth considering whether references 
to private chapels by Late Antique authors may more 
commonly refer to estate chapels that were not in the 
houses themselves.32 The Apollonia example proves 
that chapels did sometimes exist in houses, as does a 
mention of a chapel in the Life of St. Theodore of 
Sykeon in the late sixth century.33 In 383 heretics 
were forbidden to erect private chapels within houses, 
and in 398 only clergy nominated by local bishops 
were permitted to serve in private chapels,34 but it 
seems that the church was tolerant, or encouraged pri- 
vate foundations. This tolerance is notable in view of 
the fact that private cults could foster heresy and could 
be used to develop a political following.35 

Private audience chambers can be identified in four 
houses,36 including the Palace of the Dux mentioned 
above (fig. 3). They consist of large apsidal rooms, 
preceded by a vestibule, that can be entered through 
the main door of the house onto the street. None of 
them can be dated precisely. The location of the halls, 
next to the street, ensured the maximum amount of 
privacy for the family. The aristocrat presumably ap- 
peared in the apse surrounded by his retainers. 

mentions of private churches are more ambiguous. It must 
have been easier for the Church to regulate services in estate 
churches or private foundations that were not actually with- 
in a house. 

33 Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, Ch. 107. The chapel was 
dedicated to the Virgin. The house was a suburban villa at 
Amorium, and the text is of the late sixth century. 

34 Cod. Theod. XVI.5.11, and Cod. Theod. XVI.2.33, 
respectively. 

35 The laws suggest that the Church was trying to control 
services in private chapels without discouraging their foun- 
dation. For the danger of private cults in politics, see 
P. Brown, The Cult of the Saints (Chicago 1981) 32-35. 

36 A detailed discussion of audience chambers in these 
houses is contained in Ellis (supra n. 31). 
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Fig. 3. Plans of houses with private audience chambers. 1) The "Palace," or "villa" over the theater at Ephesus. (After J. Keil, 
OJh 23 [1926] cols. 5-72, fig. 2). 2) The "Palace" of the Governor or Bishop, Aphrodisias. (After K. Erim, TiirkArkDerg 18.2 
[1969] 87-110, fig 21). 3) The "Palace of the Dux," Apollonia. (After R. Goodchild, Antiquity 34 [1960] 246-58, fig. 1) 

Four houses can be identified which have multi- 

apsed formal dining rooms off one corner at the far 
end of the peristyle (fig. 4).37 In the House of Bacchus 
at Djemila and the villa at Piazza Armerina the room 
has an independent entrance from the outside. At Me- 
diana and Ravenna the room is entered from the peri- 
style. These are formal dining rooms for large recep- 
tions. As in the case of the audience hall there is care- 
ful provision to ensure that the privacy of the main 

37 The four houses are the House of Bacchus at Djemila 
(J. Lassus, "La salle a sept absides de Djemila-Cuicul," 
AntAfr 5 [1971] 193-207); the Palace of Theodoric at Ra- 
venna (F. Berti, Mosaici antichi in Italia: Aemilia-Ravenna 
1 [Rome 1976]); Villa at Mediana, Nis (S. Drca et al., 
Mediana [Nis 1979]); and Piazza Armerina (A. Carrandini, 
A. Ricci, and A. de Vos, Filosofiana: The Villa of Piazza 
Armerina [Palermo 1982]). Their art and architecture is 
discussed in detail in S. Ellis, "Power and Parties: How the 

house will not be disturbed. The example from Dje- 
mila has seven apses and has been dated to the late 
fourth century.38 It has been compared with the sev- 

en-apsed room in the Palace of Lausus in Constan- 

tinople of the fifth or sixth century.39 
Chapels, audience chambers, and formal dining 

rooms are only found in a small group of Late Antique 
houses, which were clearly owned by leading provin- 
cials. The vast majority of Roman peristyle houses in 

Late Antique Aristocrat Appeared to His Guests," in E. 
Gazda ed., Roman Art in the Private Sphere (forthcoming). 

38 The clearest statement of the dating evidence is P.-A. 
Fevrier, "Remarques sur les mosaiques de basse epoque a 
Djemila," BAntFr 1965, 85-92. 

39 Lassus (supra n. 37) and R. Krautheimer, Early Chris- 
tian and Byzantine Architecture (Harmondsworth 1975) 
74-75. 

[AJA 92 570 



THE END OF THE ROMAN HOUSE 

0 

0 tIO 

Ib 

.im C1 F 
_TFr-- T '-XI- 

Fig. 4. Plans of houses with formal or ceremonial dining rooms. 1) The House of Bacchus, Djemila. (After J. Lassus, AntAfr 5 
[1971] 193-207, fig. 4). 2) The "Palace of Theodoric," Ravenna. (After F. Berti, Mosaici antichi in Italia, Aemilia-Ravenna I 
[Rome 1976]). 3) Villa at Mediana, Nis.(After S. Drca et al., Mediana [Nis 1979] fig. 13) 

this period did not have such facilities. Nevertheless, a 

genuine architectural movement can be identified. 
The leading provincial aristocrats in different parts of 
the Empire can be expected to have been first to re- 

spond to the latest architectural and social trends. 
These houses imply a trend toward a more ceremo- 
nious architecture in domestic housing. They also 

support Olympiodorus's claim that public functions 
were being absorbed into private houses.40 

40 
Supra n. 30. 

41 There has been little definitive work on this question 

The architectural development of audience cham- 
bers and multi-apsed dining rooms need not be seen as 
a reflection of developments in imperial architecture, 
but as a devolution of the functions of the triclinium. 

Apsidal dining rooms had been known from at least 
the first century A.C., but they only became common 
in provincial houses from the late third century.41 
After three rectangular couches of the earlier tricli- 
nium had been replaced by one semicircular couch, it 

beyond I. Lavin, "The House of the Lord," ArtB 44 (1962) 
1-27. 
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Fig. 5. Sketch plan of Late Antique and Early Byzantine Ephesus. (After C. Foss, Ephesus after Antiquity [Cambridge 1979] 

fig. 35) 

was natural to think of three semicircular couches. 
This gave a triconch triclinium that was then ex- 
tended by the use of additional apses and couches. In 
earlier times provincial houses had used one main 
form of reception room for all types of visitors. Now 
the audience hall was provided to overawe lowly cli- 
ents, the formal dining room for important indi- 
viduals, and the main triclinium for more intimate 
friends. 

We can now begin to draw a general picture of Ear- 

ly Christian housing and society as it developed in the 

42 Most of the monuments and bibliography can be found 
in C. Foss (supra n. 9). For individual houses, see Jobst (su- 

fifth and sixth centuries. Urban degradation had led to 
the abandonment of many fine architectural monu- 
ments and to their occupation by "squatters" often 

though not always from the poorer classes. On the 
other hand, the richest provincials were erecting mag- 
nificent townhouses and villas that resembled inde- 

pendent communities. In the middle there were, of 
course, other classes that I have not discussed. A good 
idea of the mix is provided by Ephesus (fig. 5), a city 
of good Classical pedigree, and still important enough 
to be the site of the Church Council of 431.42 We have 

pra n. 23), Ellis (supra n. 31), and Ephesos 8.1-2 (Vienna 
1977). 
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already examined the subdivision of the Freudenhaus 
and the rich villa above the theater that was still in use 
at this time. The Austrians have indicated that the 
Hanghauser, rich houses dating from the Middle Em- 
pire, continued in use with fine wall paintings until 
the early seventh century. In dating the end of the Ro- 
man house to A.D. 550 I mean that no, or few, houses 
were subsequently built, not that all earlier houses 
were abandoned. Many earlier houses were subject to 
subdivision into poorer apartments. The two main 
public squares, the State Agora, and the "Portico of 
Verlanus" were also subject to subdivision from the 
fourth to fifth century. 

There is not enough archaeological information to 
follow many of these developments precisely in partic- 
ular provinces, or to compare rich and poor towns. In 
many provinces too few sites have been excavated to 
provide a general idea of the range of settlement. When 
we look at individual sites we cannot tell whether the 
area that has been excavated is typical of the town as a 
whole. As we have said, the Late Antique town was 
changing so much that it cannot be seen in the same 
light as a Classical city, so that the richest part of the 
earlier city might be the poor district of the later one. 
The evidence allows only two general conclusions. 
First, public buildings in many kinds of cities in all the 
provinces were being turned over to housing for the 
poor from the fourth century. Secondly, newly built 
peristyle houses in the fourth century and later were 
adopting a richer architectural style as evidenced by 
the widespread use of the triconch triclinium and ex- 
tensive private facilities. Many of the abandoned 
buildings were themselves rich peristyle houses.43 Be- 
ginning in the fourth century, there was thus an in- 
creasing abandonment of rich houses, but those that 
remained or were rebuilt often had a more elaborate 
style of architecture. Libanius says that houses of his 
time were more elaborate than older ones44 and Still- 
well has noted how the size of triclinia at Daphne in- 
creased during the late Roman period.45 These archi- 
tectural developments may be associated with two his- 

43 For example at Sirmium (Parovic-Desikan [supra 
n. 18]), Tipasa (Baradez [supra n. 18]), Apamea (Balty [su- 
pra n. 18]), Antioch (C. Fisher, "Bath B, House A, and the 
Roman Villa," Antioch I [Princeton 1934] 8-18), Thuburbo 
Maius (M. Ennaifer and M. Alexander, Corpus des mo- 
saiiques de la Tunisie-Thuburbo Maius I [Tunis and 
Washington 1980] 143). 

44 Liebeschuetz (supra n. 7) after Libanius, Oratio 11.195. 
45 R. Stillwell, "Houses of Antioch," DOP 15 (1961) 

45-57, but there was also subdivision of houses at Antioch: 
Fisher (supra n. 43) and D. Levi, Antioch Mosaic Pave- 
ments (Princeton 1947) pl. 122. 

46 Cod. Theod. XI.16.4. 

torical trends: the concentration of wealth and power 
in the hands of a few aristocrats, and a change in the 
form of personal patronage. 

The concentration of power is best expressed by the 
formation of the class of the principales who began to 
control the local councils. They first seem to have re- 
ceived official recognition in the early fourth century 
through a law of 312.46 Their function is rather un- 
clear, but they seem to have been responsible for ap- 
pointing local magistrates and overseeing tax collec- 
tion by the end of the fourth century.47 In Africa they 
can be seen to control the council of Lepcis,48 as they 
did at Antioch.49 Through their powers they were 
able to act behind the scenes to extend their influence 
and patronage. 

There is no clear attestation of the principales in 
Gaul, but Matthews speaks of fifth-century society 
there as "the monopoly of the potentissimi."50 He 
thinks that many middle class jobs were lost when the 
Gallic administration moved to Aries, and when the 
prefecture was disbanded in the early fifth century. 
The result was the restricted villa-based aristocratic 
society known chiefly through the writings of Sidonius 
Apollinaris. Sidonius reminds one very much of his 
older contemporary in Cyrenaica, Synesius.51 Synesi- 
us acts like a principalis in his dealings with the local 
administration and his embassy to Constantinople. 
For both Sidonius and Synesius temporal authority 
was converted into religious authority as both men 
were made bishops. 

Thus there is historical evidence for a concentration 
of power in Africa and Antioch during the fourth cen- 
tury, and in Gaul by the mid-fifth century. In Africa it 
occurs before the Vandal invasion, often seen as the 
nadir of the Roman aristocracy. There is no archae- 
ological evidence for new houses built in Vandal or 
Byzantine times. Residential quarters in Setif and Vo- 
lubilis were abandoned in the fourth century.52 At 
Thuburbo Maius a new quarter of rich housing was 
built in the fourth century, but the center of the city 
around the forum may not have been in good condi- 

47 Cod. Theod. VIII.15.5 of A.D. 368. See also infra n. 71. 
48 T. Kotula, Les principales d'Afrique (Warsaw 1982) 

102-103. 
49 Liebeschuetz (supra n. 7) 173-74. 
50 J. Matthews, Western Aristocracies and the Imperial 

Court AD 364-425 (Oxford 1975) 347. 
51 A. Fitzgerald, The Letters of Synesius of Cyrene (Lon- 

don 1926) and Essays and Hymns of Synesius of Cyrene 
(London 1930). 

52 R. Etienne, Le quartier nord-est de Volubilis (Paris 
1960) 84-86, 117-32, including several subdivided houses. 
P-A. Fevrier et al., Fouilles de Setif 1959-1966 (BAAlg, 
Suppl. 1, 1970) 20-25. 
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tion.53 Whichever way the evidence is interpreted, I 
would not claim that the local African aristocracy was 
unaffected by the Vandals. The role of the principa- 
les, however, does indicate that a concentration of 
power and wealth was taking place before the fifth 
century. This can be associated with the construction 
of houses with private facilities from at least the late 
fourth century, and the corresponding abandonment 
of smaller peristyle houses. Libanius's testimony for 
Antioch and the archaeological evidence from Ephe- 
sus show that these changes were occurring simulta- 
neously in parts of the Empire that were not under 
threat from invasion or suffering from serious eco- 
nomic difficulties. 

We cannot determine precisely which classes of 
aristocrats would have owned peristyle houses like 
those we have described that date to some time in the 
late fourth century or after. Those houses with private 
facilities have usually been identified with the houses 
of governors or bishops because they are the richest 
houses of that period yet uncovered in the respective 
cities. Considered on that basis, we must identify their 
owners as principales, or honorati with imperial rank. 
The safest assumption to make is that the owners were 
senators in Rome or Constantinople.54 All such men, 
whether or not in office, would have extensive clien- 
teles, which would justify the use of a private audience 
chamber. By the mid-fifth century heavy inducements 
were being made to encourage Constantinopolitan 
senators of the rank of illustris to reside at the capital. 55 
As the Constantinopolitan court grew through the fifth 
to sixth century, new titles replaced the old nobilities. 
Aristocrats living in the provinces would have become 
more susceptible to loss of status through the "devalua- 
tion" of their titles, and court intrigue. 

The difficulties in determining changes in the na- 
ture of patronage during late antiquity stem from the 
ancient sources. We emerge from the third century 
when sources of all kinds are scarce into the Christian 
era of the fourth century when abuse of patronage 
seems to have become a traditional target of writers. 

53 Excavations of Poinssot and Lantier (supra n. 13), and 
more recent work by Ennaifer and Alexander (supra n. 43) 
and Ben Abed, not fully published. 

54 Against the identification of the houses as palaces: 
N. Duval, "Comment reconnaitre un palais imperial ou 
royal? Ravenne et Piazza Armerina," FelRav 115 (1965) 
207-54. For the argument expressed here see also Ellis 
(supra n. 31). 

55 A.H.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire (Oxford 
1964) 554, though accepting that illustres often resisted the 
inducements. G. Dagron, Naissance d'une capitale (Paris 
1974) 167-69 equates the principales of the late fourth cen- 
tury with the illustres of Constantinople in the mid-fifth 

As witnessed by the admirable work of Saller,56 pat- 
ronage of the first and second centuries A.C. was a 
reciprocal exchange of favors between members of the 
aristocracy. These exchanges were governed by cer- 
tain principles of friendship, loyalty, and hospitality. 
By contrast, our Late Antique sources tell us mostly 
about landlords coercing or protecting villagers. Of 
course, the exchange of favors went on as before, but 
widespread use of coercion does not seem to be attested 
as frequently in the earlier period. 

The best known cases of Late Antique patronal a- 
buse come from Libanius's writings on Antioch. His 
oration De Patrociniis concerns villagers who use mil- 
itary commanders to protect themselves against the 
demands of landlords and tax collectors.57 The com- 
manders do not fight. They simply do not act when the 
villagers themselves resort to violence. Libanius also 
talks about the unscrupulous patron Mixidemus, who 
slowly bought up villages, before tightening his con- 
trol.58 He raised the rents to exorbitant levels, but 
most importantly coerced the villagers into provision- 
ing his house and waiting on him hand and foot. In a 
more conventional patronal relationship Libanius de- 
fended the bakers of Antioch when the government 
tried to hold down the price of bread during a fam- 
ine.59 Although Libanius's writings no doubt contain 
a degree of rhetorical exaggeration, they do give us a 
useful insight into how the concentration of power 
took place. 

The institutionalization of violence can be seen in 
the use of private armies, though it is hard to tell how 
many of the men were paid servants or mercenaries, 
rather than coerced dependent clients. Outside Egypt 
they are best attested in the fifth and sixth centuries.60 
In the sixth century, an Egyptian village had to apol- 
ogize for attacking a detachment of soldiers sent to col- 
lect their taxes.61 The villagers claimed that they mis- 
took the soldiers for some bucellarii who had been 
seizing their crops, while in the fourth century Syrian 
robbers pretended to be officials.62 

The laws governing patronage illustrate the devel- 

century. 56 R. Saller, Personal Patronage under the Early Empire 
(Cambridge 1982). 

57 Libanius, Oratio 47. 
58 Libanius, Oratio 39. 
59 Liebeschuetz (supra n. 7) 53, 198, and 223. 
60 For example, Malchus, Byzantiaka frg. 18 of the mid- 

fifth century, Moschus Pratum Spirituale 154 of the late 
sixth century. Also R. Van Damm, Community and Leader- 
ship in Late Antique Gaul (Berkeley 1985) 40-42. 

61 
Papyrus BGU 836. 

62 Amm. Marc. Histories 28.2.13. 
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opment of abuse, and the difficulties that the Empire 
had in trying to stop it. Debts of patronage were out- 
lawed in 362 (Cod. Theod. 11.29.1), but in 394 this was 
reversed, if a contract had been signed (Cod. Theod. 
II.29.2). People who are subjudice are forbidden in 
400 to have potentes claim their opponents' houses 
(Cod. Theod. 11.14), and in 422 the transfer of debts to 
potentes is prohibited (Cod. Theod. 11.13). Five laws 
(Cod. Theod. XI.24.1-5) were directed at Egypt be- 
tween 360 and 415 outlawing landlords' abuse of vil- 
lagers, while later laws in the fifth century were di- 
rected at the northern provinces, especially Thrace.63 
The laws were renewed in Justinian's legislation. 

The development of patronage in fourth- and fifth- 
century Gaul is much harder to establish. The only 
unequivocal testimony is that of Salvian in the mid- 
fifth century.64 He describes the same kind of devel- 
opment as in Antioch-villagers resorting to patrons 
to defend themselves against tax collectors and then 
becoming totally dependent on the patron. The ques- 
tion is complicated by the interpretation of the Bagau- 
dae, who can be seen as dependent peasants, or simply 
as groups of local resistance to central control by Ro- 
mans or barbarians.65 We do not have enough evi- 
dence to determine who they were with certainty. Sal- 
vian has often been accused of exaggeration, and his 
text is certainly a polemic on the vengeance of God. 
Historians generally follow Sidonius, and believe that 
mid-fifth century Gaul was dominated by a villa- 
based aristocracy. 

Most historians would agree that relations between 
rich patron and poor client or peasant were becoming 
more autocratic and more pervasive by the fifth cen- 
tury. In this context it is easy to see why private au- 
dience chambers were introduced in the fourth cen- 
tury and later. The Late Antique patron was not like 
the early Roman aristocrat who could receive his cli- 
ents in his private apartments. As we have said, the 
apsidal audience chamber meant that the Late An- 
tique aristocrat could receive poor clients in ceremony, 
probably on a dais in the apse. The audience hall was 
preceded by a vestibule, where clients had to wait a 
suitably long interval. Ammianus records how clients 
of senators in mid-fourth century Rome would fawn 
before them and kiss their knees.66 He describes how 
the magnificent architecture of their houses was com- 
pared with victorious achievements in battle. Many of 

63 Jones (supra n. 55) 775-78. 
64 Salvian, De Gub. Dei 5.8.38-40. 
65 Van Damm (supra n. 60) 40-42. 
66 Amm. Marc. Histories 28.4.10-12. 
67 Brown (supra n. 35) 32-35. 
68 Sid. Apoll. Epist. 1.11 and commentary of C. Stevens, 

the lowly clients visiting the houses that we have de- 
scribed did not see much of the house beyond the wait- 
ing room and the audience chamber where they could 
be suitably overawed. More privileged "friends" 
might be allowed into the ceremonial dining room or 
the private chapel. Brown has shown how the chapel 
and the relics of a saint could be used as a rallying 
point for political support of an aristocrat.67 

The nature of the dinners that took place under 
these circumstances is illustrated by Sidonius's ac- 
count of a dinner with the Emperor Marjorian.68 The 
seating was carefully arranged according to rank, and 
the Emperor was expected to address each guest in 
turn according to rank. One of them interrupted forc- 
ibly when he was passed over. Sidonius was the most 
junior guest. He had been accused of writing an anon- 
ymous satire, and to excuse himself had to compose an 
impromptu reply to his accuser on the spot. Both Am- 
mianus and St. John Chrysostom talk about the "par- 
asites" who made a habit of frequenting dinner parties 
to pick up influence and money by appropriate flatter- 
ing remarks. They were stock literary characters,69 
but probably also existed in real life. The texts imply 
that the hosts knew that the flattery of the "parasite" 
was insincere, motivated by his penury or greed. It is 
tempting to see Sidonius fulfilling this role at his din- 
ner with Marjorian. His fate was at the Emperor's 
discretion, he was the lowest ranking guest, and his 
impromptu poem was more of a literary quip than a 
sihcere apology. Sidonius was trying to find the best 
way out of a difficult situation, but the confrontation 
with his accuser must have been planned beforehand. 
Sidonius was, perhaps unconsciously, acting out one 
of the conventional roles of client and patron. 

Domestic architecture demonstrates that patronage 
was becoming more ceremonious from the later fourth 
century. Not that such occasions were necessarily ones 
of ritual or costume, but as the Sidonius episode de- 
monstrates, they were hieratic. Social relations be- 
tween patron and client may have become more for- 
mal, or more conventional. Rich domestic architecture 
was clearly designed to suit these occasions. The pres- 
ence of such audience chambers indicates that patron- 
age was becoming a more important element of the 
aristocrats' lives. 

There were now few public assemblies. The town 
councilors or the principales co-opted members. The 

Sidonius Apollinaris and His Age (Oxford 1933) 53-56. 
69 The stock comic behavior of the "parasite" can be illus- 

trated by the behavior of Simon in Lucian's Parasitus. The 
Late Antique references are Ammianus (supra n. 66) and 
St. John Chrysostom, 48th Homily on St. Matthew 8-9. 
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councils were declining under the difficulties of finding 
members to undertake liturgies, and under an increas- 
ingly autocratic government.70 The government was 
investing more power in officials of the central admin- 
istration or in the principales and other local aristo- 
crats. Their main concern was naturally taxes and in 
371 landlords were made legally responsible for their 
collection.7T The poor could only resist demands from 
officials and aristocrats by resorting to someone with 
more power, even if they risked losing their liberty in 
the process. The patron would not be likely to hold 
rallies of clients in the street or a public square, which 
as we have seen were often abandoned. In the theater, 
amphitheater, and circus, factions and claques were 
dominant. In the church the bishop controlled the situ- 
ation. It was thus only in his house that the aristocratic 
patron could control his meetings with his clients. As 
men of influence, rather than local government, came 
to dominate events, so affairs were run increasingly 
from people's houses. Libanius and the other honorati 
at Antioch prided themselves on their direct influence 
with the governor or the Emperor.72 The poor client 
would therefore approach them in their houses, and 
the aristocrats would then go directly to the governor's 
house or office. The seven-apsed dining room in the 
House of Bacchus at Djemila could seat around 35 
people. Such a party would be a sizeable lobby of local 
aristocrats. The closest related building is a seven- 
apsed hall that was probably built by Theodosius II's 
chamberlain, Lausus, in Constantinople. The decor of 
both halls may have alluded to the power and influence 
of the owner of the house.73 These aristocrats therefore 
used the architecture, ceremony, decoration, and per- 
haps their private cults or personal saints to maintain 
their power and influence. When Olympiodorus said 
that each house in Rome was like a separate city he 
was alluding to the house as an administrative center 
or a center of power.74 The houses we have mentioned 
in Djemila, Apollonia, Aphrodisias, Ptolemais, Ra- 
venna, and doubtless other cities, demonstrate that 
many provincial centers were also ruled from houses in 
the late fourth to fifth century. 

70 For the classic argument, see Jones (supra n. 55) 
757-63. 

71 Cod. Theod. XI.1.14, presumably superseding the law 
of three years earlier (supra n. 47). 

72 The importance of patronage and access to governors at 
this time can be seen in the restrictions imposed by Cod. 
Theod. I.16.11 of A.D. 369 and Cod. Theod. I.16.13 of A.D. 

Finally we come to the question of the end of the 
Roman house. I have associated developments in do- 
mestic architecture with a concentration of wealth and 
power, and noted that many peristyle houses were be- 
ing abandoned or subdivided while the richest houses 
were becoming more elaborate. This phenomenon oc- 
curred throughout the Empire-even in Ephesus, 
which was still a wealthy city, not threatened by in- 
vasion. Of course, invasion and plague thinned the 
ranks of the aristocracy, as did the pressure on sen- 
ators to live in the capital, but the movement was not 
limited to threatened provinces. A movement toward 
richer housing was already seen by Libanius in Anti- 
och in the late fourth century.75 This phenomenon oc- 
curs at the same time in Ephesus with the subdivision 
of buildings, and the construction of a house with a 
private audience chamber above the theater.76 Al- 
though in late fifth-century Gaul we may still be able 
to recognize a few Roman aristocrats in their villas, 
the great mass of Roman housing and the Roman way 
of life had disappeared some time before. It is the con- 
centration of wealth and the changing nature of Ro- 
man society that led to the abandonment of most 
peristyle houses, beginning in the fourth century. The 
barbarians did not destroy the ancient city, its archi- 
tecture, or Classical culture. Classical culture had al- 
ready disappeared in the social changes of the fourth 
to fifth century. In the East the emergence of Byzan- 
tium managed to maintain Roman traditions for a 
century longer, but, as we have observed, very few 
sixth-century peristyle houses are known. Classical 
Roman culture was narrowly elitist when Justinian 
tried to resurrect it. The Arabs took over the elitist 
culture that they found in the seventh century, as at- 
tested by the Ummayad palaces with which I began 
this paper. 
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377. Access is discussed by Liebeschuetz (supra n. 7) 
188-89. 

73 Ellis (supra n. 37). 
74 Olympiodorus (supra n. 30). 
75 Supra n. 44. 
76 Ellis (supra n. 31). 
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