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The Fourth season of Excavations at VIII.7.1-15 and the Porta Stabia at 

Pompeii: Preliminary report1 
 

Steven J.R. Ellis - Gary Devore 

 
The Pompeii Archaeological Research Project: Porta Stabia (PARP:PS) recently completed its fourth 

campaign of excavations during which six trenches were excavated across the extent of VIII.7.1-15 (with one of 
these opened within the vicolo south of the Odeon at doorway 16). This fourth season was especially successful in 
that we are now able to clearly detect an overall phase plan for the entire insula thanks to the accumulated physical 
and stratified connections between several phased trenches from all seasons of our excavations, a primary goal for 
the season. To that end, all 2008 trenches were strategically located to aid in the definition of certain properties, and 
to recognise the spatial relationships within and between such buildings (fig. 1). Trench 16000 was opened in the 
courtyard of property VIII.7.6; trench 17000 was located in the entire rear room of VIII.7.7-8; trench 18000 was 
opened in the front room of VIII.7.12; trench 19000 was opened in the rear kitchen of VIII.7.9-11; trench 20000 was 
opened in the vicolo between insula VIII.7 and the Odeon; and trench 21000 was opened in the southwest corner of 
the service suite to property VIII.7.6. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Location of all trenches. 

                                                           
1
 This paper was presented as a poster at the 17th Internationl Congress of Classical Archaeology, held at Rome 22th-26th 

September 2008 on the theme" Meetings between Cultures in the Ancient Mediterranean". 
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To compliment the research of the excavated 
trenches, the Project continued to invest much time and 
resources into collecting and analysing the artefactual 
and bio-archaeological record of VIII.7.1-15, as well as 
continuing our architectural survey of the entire zone. 
Our programme of conservation was much advanced 
this year by the generous access to the resources and 
materials of the laboratory of the SAP. Also, and in 
collaboration with the British School at Rome, we have 
initiated a plan to conduct geophysical survey of the 
neighbourhood, including the Quadriporticus and the 
region beyond the Porta Stabia that will be undertaken 
in the spring of 2009.  

In the following preliminary report for the 2008 
season, each trench is organised by phase, although 

several of these phases await a more comprehensive 
analysis of the ceramic and numismatic material before 
firm(er) dates can be attributed.  
 
Trenches 16000 and 22000: 
 

Trench 16000 covered an entire room inside the 
property at entrance 5-6 (fig. 2). In 79 CE, this spacious 
property consisted of several commercial rooms located 
at the front (one containing an oven), a small kitchen, 
two spacious triclinia or cubiculi, a suite of storage or 
service rooms, and a large garden with masonry dining 
couch and water feature. It was one of the largest pro-
perties in the insula at the time of the eruption. We had 
several research questions about this area that Trench 
16000 would address: did the development of the pro-
perty follow the same trajectory whereby commercial 
activities replaced industrial ones in the early 1

st
 century 

CE, as we have seen elsewhere across the insula? And 
how did this property relate ï socially and spatially ï with 
its neighbours?  

Trench 22000 was a small trench in the narrow 
passageway of property 5-6 at a point where earlier 
features (drains, especially) could be seen to pass thro-
ugh the partition wall from Room 37 in the northern nei-
ghbour (see Trench 17000, below). 
 
Phase 1: Pappamonte Foundations 
 

The most abundant evidence for the earliest 
construction activity in this insula comes from the pap-
pamonte foundations found in Trench 16000. The foun-
dations consisted of two parallel stretches of pap-
pamonte blocks ï three in one wall (below WF 108; figs 
3 and 5), a single block in the other (below WF 187; fig. 
4) ï that were laid down not later than the second half of 
the 4

th
 century BCE and preserved by their reuse as 

foundations for later walls. The row of three pappamonte 
blocks uncovered in the base foundations of the later 
WF 108 was particularly interesting as its construction, 
or use, was associated with a ritual deposit. Cut into the 
same earthen surface that was related with this pappa-
monte wall was a small and shallow rectangular pit (10-
15 cm deep; fig. 5), which was subsequently filled with 

Fig. 2. Plan of Trenches 16000 and 22000. 

Fig. 3. The three pappamonte blocks below WF 108 (looking south; 
for scale see fig. 5). 

 

Fig. 4. Single pappamonte block below a later drain in WF 187 

(looking north). 
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a densely burnt deposit that contained the remains of a small meal and some Black Gloss Ware (which provided the 
dating evidence for the walls; fig. 6)

2
.  

The meal itself was remarkable. Its remains contained not only fish bones, grape seeds and shells of thin-
walled nuts which are quite common around the site, but also burnt chicken bones and burnt limpet shell (neither of 
which have ever been uncovered in our excavations of this insula) as well as either burnt pig or burnt sheep/goat 
bones (rare in our excavations); some unburnt specimens of each of these classes of material were also recovered 
from this context. The burning was substantial and inconsistent with cooking evidence, therefore we have interpreted 
this deposit as a deliberately burned offering that was likely associated with the installation of the pappamonte block  

wall. Given that this context was uncovered 
so late in our season, the following table 
(table 1) lists the recovered finds but without 
the precise quantification and identification 
of every class; the complete analysis of this 
material will be undertaken upon our return 
to our field laboratory in June 2009. 

Pappamonte foundations less sub-
stantial than those in Trench 16000 have 
been found in other places within the insula 
(eg. in Trench 1000

3
; and in Trench 17000, 

see below) and surely constitute an early 
phase of building activity in this area of the 
city. It has only been in this trench, howe-
ver, that we can for the first time date this 
activity, recognise some articulation betwe-
en two (parallel) walls, and document some 
associated ritual activity.  
 
Phase 2: The Industrial Phase 
 

Here, as elsewhere in the insula, we 
can now recognise a long hiatus of oc-
cupation between at least the later 4

th
 cen-

tury and the mid 2
nd

 century BCE when the 
area appears to have been redeveloped as 
a hub of industrial activity

4
. In Trench 16000, 

                                                           
2
 The Black Gloss Ware assemblage was made up of Morel types 1512a1, 24137c1 and those similar to Morel types 4222b1 and 

2227. 
3
 DEVORE, ELLIS 2005: 6-7. 

4
 Cf. COARELLI, PESANDO, forthcoming; and ELLIS, DEVORE, forthcoming.   

Tab. 1. 

Material Notes 

Ceramics 

Black Gloss Ware 583 gms 

1 Black Gloss cup  Morel 1512 a1 

1 Black Gloss cup Morel 24137 c1 

1 Black Gloss cup Similar to Morel 4222 b1 

1 Black Gloss cup Similar to Morel 2227 

Cookware 106gms 

Coarseware 107gms 

Amphorae 22 gms 

Heavy Fraction 

Mammal rib bones 
Medium sized; heavily 
butchered; pig, or sheep/goat 

Chicken bones  

Fish bones  

Limpet shells  

Charcoal  

Light Fraction 

Two thin-walled nut shell fragments  

Carbonised grape seeds  

Fig. 5. Small ritual pit cut into a surface associated with the row of 
pappamonte blocks below WF 108 (looking south). 

Fig. 6. Burnt ritual deposit found within the pit from fig. 5 (looking 
west). 
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a new sequence of opus incertum walls (WFs 108 and 187) were 
built to incorporate the earlier pappamonte blocks as foundations, 
resulting in a large square room that would more or less keep the 
same width until 79 CE. A packed earthen floor characterised this 
room in this phase. 

A waste chute was installed early along the southern opus 
incertum wall (WF 108), which originally contained a wide doorway 
to Room 12 (fig. 7). This chute underwent several renovations du-
ring its operation. Slightly later than its installation, but still within 
the second half of the 2

nd
 century BCE, a small L-shaped wall was 

placed around the chute seemingly to reorient its access from Ro-
om 15 to another space to the west (probably the precursor to the 
as yet unexcavated Room 16). Several roof-tiles were then laid 
against this new wall to create a small adjacent work surface. 
Next, the top of the waste chute was given a more substantial ma-
sonry capping of sarno stones set within a square of opus signi-
num, its weight supported by three buried amphorae. Finally, an 
amphora was placed upside-down near this feature to serve as an 
adjacent soak-away, but was later (but still within this phase) re-
placed by a more robust opus signinum basin of unknown pur-
pose.  

All of these features (the waste chute, L-shaped wall, and basin) were next abandoned and covered by the 
raising of a new earthen floor surface. This coincided with a refocussing of industrial activities toward the rear of the 
premises, which in this phase included at least several of the rooms (certainly Room 37) that will later constitute a 
separate property at entrance 7-8; the long northern property wall (WF 187), which will eventually become a partition 
wall to the northern property at entrance 7-8 was open (or opened?) in this industrial period with a doorway. 
Properties 6 and 7-8 were thus a unified building during this phase of the insulaôs development, with industrial 

operations in the rear of the premises (fig. 8). As 
elsewhere, the locations and courses of drains helped 
us to recognise property divisions/ownership and their 
activities. For this example, a drain was found in 
Trench 22000 which had exited from a tank inside 
Room 37 in property 7-8 (see Trench 17000, below, 
and fig. 17), ran along the passageway in 5-6, turned 
through the open doorway in WF 187 of Trench 16000 
(Room 15), and emptied into a cistern in Room 32 
(found in 2007 in Trench 12000; fig. 9)

5
. We must, 

therefore, consider properties 5-6 and 7-8 to have 
been part of one complex during this industrial period, 
and that the northern property wall (WF 187) of 16000, 
which although appearing today as an impenetrable 
partition wall between two neighbouring properties, 
had instead a longer history of permeability with regar-
ds to the movement of activity and people. This 
observation itself serves as a reminder of the 
necessity for appropriate and targeted excavations for 
penetrating the architectural history of Pompeii, more 
than architectural analyses alone. By the end of the 
Industrial Phase, the square Room 15 of Trench 
16000 had lost all of its visible industrial features, pos-
sibly as industrial activity now shifted to Room 37 of 
property 7-8 for the remainder of the phase

6
. 

                                                           
5
 DEVORE, ELLIS 2008: 7-8. 

6
 In DEVORE, ELLIS 2008: 7-8 the cistern into which the drain running through WF 187 empties was ascribed to the Commercial 

Phase for Trench 12000. With the benefit of 2008ôs explorations of Trench 16000 and 17000 we can now revise this phasing of 
Trench 12000 to reflect a more long-standing industrial presence in that property than was visible in the 2007 excavations. 

Fig 7. Several phases of the waste chute exposed, including the L shaped wall 
(left of the chute) that reoriented access to the chute from an area under the later 
walls and threshold. 

Fig. 8. The layout of properties 5-6 and 7-8 during the Industrial Phase. 
The drain that ran between each property is marked blue. 
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Phase 3: The Commercial Phases 
 

The division of the large complex into two separate 
properties clearly signals the next most significant development 
in this area. The drain that had originated in Room 37 of property 
7-8 (Trench 17000) was sealed and abandoned (see fig. 17) and 
all access to property 7-8, including the doorway to Room 32, 
was closed. Large-scale structural changes like these demanded 
building materials and pozzolana to make mortar/plaster, and it 
was for these that a large pit was cut into the centre of Trench 
16000 to recover the abundant pozzolana ash/soils that form the 
natural volcanic topography for this zone of Pompeii

7
. This use of 

the subterranean volcanic terrain as a veritable óbuilderôs yardô 
during times of (re)construction is a now familiar pattern that we 
see across the insula (cf. Trench 19000, below). All of this 
speaks of a complete change in character, and potentially owner-
ship. The orientation of the property was redirected toward the 
west and the large garden at the back (see Room 30 in fig. 41) 
rather than property 7-8 to the north. ITS ware from the large pit 
suggest a post late 1

st
 century BCE date for this renovation which 

is consistent with the early Imperial era redevelopment that we 
have been documenting throughout this insula

8
. 

The latest recognisable events in Trench 16000 possibly date to the earthquake period of 62 CE in Pompeii, 
or slightly later. A large burn deposit covered the entire room, more or less, and possibly even rooms further to the 
west (fig. 10). This may be evidence for a small domestic disaster, or even fallout from the earthquake.  

A small oven and preparation surface was installed after this fire along the southern wall (WF 108) and the 
entire room was given a new raised floor (fig. 11). This necessitated the raising of the thresholds of the two com-
municating rooms to the west (Rooms 16-17). Several pieces of recycled marble were used as spolia in the 
reconfiguration of the threshold to Room 16, including one that had a very worn inscription on its surface, rubbed 
virtually smooth with foot traffic (fig. 12). We were not able to recognise more than a few letters because of the da-

mage to this stone. The presence of some-
what abundant spolia is supportive of a 
post-62 CE date for the fire and subsequent 
remodelling of these spaces. 

While Trench 16000 in this final pha-
se may not immediately seem like a com-
mercial space on the floor-plan, the oven 
itself seems likely to have served some re-
tailing activity associated with the nearby 
entrance at VIII.7.5.

9
 Alternatively, the oven 

might have serviced ódiningô spaces in the 
decorated (and as yet unexcavated) Room 
16, and perhaps even Room 17.  
 
Trench 17000: 
 

In excavating the large front room 
(Room 32) of property 7-8 in 2007, we 
found a substantial double-drain that conve-
yed water into a massive cistern as well as 
draining liquid waste out onto the via Sta-
biana

10
. This season we decided to locate 

                                                           
7
 On the extraction of pozzolana to make mortar, see LANCASTER 2005: 51-66.  

8
 For some discussion, see ELLIS, DEVORE 2008: 314-317; DEVORE, ELLIS 2008: 3-4, 11; ELLIS, DEVORE: forthcoming. 

9
 For the development of Room 11 at entrance VIII.7.5, see DEVORE, ELLIS 2008: 1-4. 

10
 DEVORE, ELLIS 2008: 7-8. 

Fig 9. The ash deposit revealed in section below the western half of the later 
oven fixture. 

Fig 10. The oven fixture and masonry bench looking southeast (the oven was built into 
the small partition wall to the left of the bench and continues into the neighbouring 
room). 
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the 
 

the origin of this drainage system by excavating 
the back room (Room 37) of property 7-8 (fig. 
13). This room had been surveyed by H. 
Escherbach who found what he interpreted to 
be a downpipe for rainwater and the ephemeral 
remains of some possibly industrial features

11
. 

We thought that excavations here could also 
help us to relate the sequence of activities here 
with those in the front of the property, and to 
better define the structural and functional 
relationships with the neighbouring properties.  
 
Phase 1: Pappamonte Foundations 
 

As elsewhere in the southern half of the 
insula, the earliest structures here utilised pap-
pamonte foundations dating to about the last 
half of the 4

th
 century BCE (figs. 14-15). In 

Trench 17000 these consisted of two blocks of 
pappamonte constructed upon a yellow level-
ling fill above natural soil. Nothing else, howe-
ver, was found in association with these foun-
dations. Moreover, and as was the case for Trench 16000, these pappamonte foundations represent a phase of 
activity that was followed by a period of inactivity for close to two centuries

12
.  

 
Phase 2: First Industrial Period 
 

It was not until Pompeii began to experience a mid-late 2
nd

 century BCE renaissance that occupation of this 
corner of the plateau returned in earnest. A fill containing late 2

nd
 century BCE pottery levelled the earlier remains 

and a small oval basin of mortar and plaster was constructed (fig. 15). It was not clear what this basin was actually 
used for, but its presence represents a reoccupation of this corner of the city that would now last until the eruption.  

                                                           
11

 ESCHEBACH 1984: 63-66. 
12

 Cf. COARELLI, PESANDO, forthcoming; and ELLIS, DEVORE: forthcoming. 

Fig 12. Plan of Trench 17000. 

Fig 11. The worn fragment of a marble inscription that was reused in the threshold 

to Room 16. 

 

 
Fig 13. The two pappamonte foundation blocks in the north of Trench 17000. 


