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Most of what survives from ancient Rome was written by men who never had to worry about rent.

That's not a criticism of Cicero or Tacitus or Suetonius. It's just a fact about what got copied, recopied, and preserved through two thousand years of monks, fires, and lucky accidents. The people whose letters and speeches survived were, almost without exception, wealthy enough to own the villa, command the legion, or bribe the senator. So when we picture "ancient Rome," we tend to picture their Rome: marble, togas, triumphs, and the occasional scandal at a banquet.

But that Rome housed maybe two or three percent of the people who actually lived in the city.

The other ninety-seven percent slept in rented rooms on the fifth floor of a building with no water and a real chance of catching fire while they slept. They ate lunch standing up at a counter because their apartment had no kitchen. They worked with their hands, often started that work as children, and had a decent chance of being enslaved, having been enslaved, or owning someone who used to be free. This book is about them.

It's worth saying plainly: reconstructing the lives of ordinary Romans is harder than reconstructing the lives of emperors. Poor people didn't leave memoirs. They rarely left inscriptions, and when they did, the inscriptions tend to be brief, formulaic, and more useful for tallying names than for understanding feelings. So historians and archaeologists have had to get resourceful. They read tax records and property law for what they reveal about how landlords actually treated tenants. They read comic playwrights like Plautus for the jokes that only land if the audience recognizes the situation. They read graffiti scratched into the walls of Pompeii, which is about as close as we get to hearing an ordinary Roman's actual voice, unfiltered by a scribe or a patron. And they read the buildings themselves: the worn stone steps, the collapsed floors, the bones in the sewers.

What emerges from all of that isn't a single tidy picture. It's messier and more interesting than that. Ordinary Roman life varied enormously depending on whether you were free or enslaved, whether you were a woman or a man, whether you'd been born in the city or dragged there in chains from somewhere else entirely. It varied by decade and by neighborhood. A tenant on the Aventine in the second century BC lived a genuinely different life than a shopkeeper on the same hill three hundred years later.

So this book doesn't try to describe "a day in the life of a Roman," as though there were one Roman who stood in for everybody. Instead, each chapter takes a slice of daily existence, housing, food, water and hygiene, slavery, women's lives, work, the city's noise and smell, health and medicine, religion, marriage and family, and death and burial, and asks what it actually looked like for the people who made up the bulk of the city's population. Where the evidence is solid, the book says so. Where it's thin or contested, the book says that too. Ancient historians have a bad habit of stating guesses with the same confidence as facts, and this book tries hard not to do that.

A word on scope. "Ancient Rome" covers roughly a thousand years, and the city looked very different in 300 BC than it did in AD 200. Most of what follows draws on the late Republic and, especially, the first two centuries of the Empire, roughly 100 BC to AD 200, because that's the period for which the evidence is richest: Pompeii and Herculaneum were buried and preserved in AD 79, giving us an almost frozen snapshot of ordinary domestic and commercial life, and the city of Rome itself was at its largest and most crowded during exactly this window. Where something changed significantly across that span, the book flags it rather than smoothing it over.

One more thing worth saying up front, because it shapes almost every chapter that follows: ancient Rome ran on slavery. Not in the abstract, background sense that a modern reader might assume and then set aside. It ran on it in the sense that a huge share of the "ordinary Romans" this book describes, the bakers, the wet nurses, the accountants, the hairdressers, were enslaved people, and a huge share of the free poor lived alongside them, competed with them for work, and sometimes had been enslaved themselves before being freed. You cannot tell an honest story about daily life in Rome and treat slavery as a side note. It appears throughout this book because it has to.

What you'll find here isn't a nostalgic tour. Roman daily life, for most Romans, was hard in ways that are easy to sentimentalize from a distance and much harder to romanticize once you look closely. People died of infections that a course of modern antibiotics would clear up in a week. Roughly half of children didn't reach adulthood. A bad landlord could burn down your building rather than pay for repairs, and often did. And yet people fell in love, argued with their neighbors, saved up for small pleasures, buried their dead with real grief, and scratched jokes into plaster walls that still make you laugh two thousand years later. Both things are true at once. That's what this book is trying to hold onto: not the marble version of Rome, but the version with laundry hanging off the balcony and a fight breaking out over a spilled bucket of water three floors down.

It also helps to say a little about how the picture gets pieced together, since the method matters as much as the conclusions. Three kinds of evidence do most of the work in the chapters that follow. There's literary evidence, letters, satire, comedy, legal treatises, written overwhelmingly by educated elites but often, especially in the case of satirists like Juvenal and comic playwrights like Plautus, aimed at or drawing on a much broader popular audience, which means the jokes and complaints only work if ordinary readers and theatergoers recognized the situations being described. There's epigraphic evidence, inscriptions, carved onto tombstones, painted onto walls, scratched into plaster as casual graffiti, which gives us something literary sources rarely do: the actual words, however brief, of people who weren't senators or historians. And there's archaeological evidence, the physical remains of buildings, kitchens, latrines, workshops, and bones, which doesn't lie the way a satirist exaggerating for effect might, but also doesn't explain itself, and requires careful interpretation to turn a collapsed wall or a worn doorstep into a story about how someone actually lived.

None of these three sources is complete on its own, and all three carry their own distortions. Combined carefully, though, they let historians reconstruct a genuinely detailed, if incomplete, picture of daily life below the senatorial class, and that combined picture is what this book draws on throughout.

Let's start where most Romans actually started their day: not in a marble atrium, but in a rented room, listening to the floor below creak.
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The Rented City
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If you wanted to insult a Roman's living situation, you didn't need to say much. You just said one word: "cenaculum." Top floor. Everyone knew what that meant.

Rome, at its height, was home to somewhere between eight hundred thousand and a million people packed into a city with no zoning code, no fire department worth the name, and almost no open land left to build on. The only direction left to expand was up. So the city grew vertically, in wooden and mud-brick apartment blocks called insulae, "islands," that could rise five or six stories above the street, sometimes more before emperors started passing height limits that landlords mostly ignored anyway.

Worth a quick reminder before going further: the picture of insula life that follows draws on evidence spread across several centuries, satire from around AD 100, legal opinions from various points in the imperial period, and building remains best preserved at Pompeii and Ostia. The broad conditions described here, precarious rented rooms, real fire risk, a landlord's financial incentive to cut corners, held true across that whole span, but the specific texture of any one detail could vary somewhat by decade and by neighborhood, exactly the kind of variation this book's introduction already flagged as a general feature of reconstructing ordinary Roman life.

Who Actually Owned a House

Here's the number that tends to surprise people: in the fourth-century regionary catalogues, a kind of ancient census of buildings, Rome had roughly 1,790 private houses (domus) and around 44,000 apartment blocks. Worth flagging directly: that count comes from the fourth century AD, a good deal later than this book's main focus on the late Republic and early Empire, so it shouldn't be read as an exact snapshot of, say, the Rome Juvenal or Martial were writing about. But nothing in the earlier evidence, property law, satire, the archaeology of Pompeii and Ostia, suggests the underlying ratio of rented apartments to private houses was meaningfully different in the first and second centuries. If anything, the city was still growing more crowded, not less, across that span, so the fourth-century figures likely undersell rather than oversell just how dominant rental housing already was in Rome's earlier imperial centuries. That's not a rounding error. The single-family Roman house, the one with the pretty atrium and the pool of rainwater and the shrine to the household gods, was a luxury item owned by a tiny elite. Everyone else, which is to say almost everyone, rented.

And renting in Rome was nothing like renting in a modern city with tenant protections, security deposits, and a lease you can actually read before signing. Roman law overwhelmingly favored the landlord. Leases were typically short, often annual, renewed (or not) at the landlord's discretion, and there was no real concept of a tenant's right to stay put. Cicero himself, not a poor man by any stretch, once complained in a letter about his own rental properties falling apart and needing constant repair he didn't want to pay for. If a wealthy senator grumbled about landlording
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