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Foreword

From the sumptuous villa on the plateaus of Arcinazzo Romano, which tradition
attributed to the Emperor Trajan, not so much was visible until the 1950s. After the
abandonment and the plundering of the dark centuries, some parts of the walls of some
rooms sprang from the vegetation, but nothing emerged of the extraordinary coloured
surfaces that constitute its refined peculiarity, nor could one imagine the articulated
sequence of spaces, once enriched by the presence of fresh springs.
The first excavations brought to light the remains of terraces, an environment identified
as a nymphaeum and a large rectangular peristyle. Only in the following excavations, in
the seventies and eighties, the triclinium function of the scenic environment previously
assumed as a nymphaeum was understood, but it is since 1999 that the excavations of the
Superintendence led to the most important discoveries, those pictorial and ornamental
coatings of the walls, recently object of specific study and exhibition.
The cultural events linked to Trajan’s celebrations 1900 years after his death indeed
allowed the description of the Emperor’s summer residence, from the narration of the
excavations, to the reconstruction of his architectural development, to the study of the
decoration fragments found, in particular the stuccoes, well preserved albeit in minute
fragments.
Let us turn to the presentation of this guide, a very useful tool for the discovery of
the imperial villa, to be consulted well after your visit.
Starting from the landscape, the first pages of the text offer the suggestion of the
lost look of the residence, which was linked to the sequence of the ancient villas of
the hinterland, so different from those of the coast, but equally impressive. Trajan’s
villa was part of the system of aqueducts in the Aniene Valley, the true backbone of an
area characterized by sumptuous residences, whose range of architectural solutions, well
integrated into the context, has yet to be completed with the excavation and in-depth
study.
It sounds strange, but in the 21st century archaeologists still have a lot to dig; historians
of architecture and ancient art still have a lot to write about. And the tourists of the
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future will still have much more to see of what is now unknown! In the area where
Arcinazzo Romano is located, the water of the Aniene was an exceptional attraction,
which was combined with the crown of mountains that served as a backdrop to the
architecture of the villa.
Creators of the landscape in the most complete sense of the term, Trajan’s architects
were able to combine natural and artificial elements, giving geometric form to the stretch
of plateau with the large porticoed courtyard, open with large windows overlooking the
landscape, prototype of the “closed gardens” of the Renaissance.
The guide describes the spaces that the visitor goes through in the light of the new
discoveries, some very recent and amazing. Here is the quotation of the stulae, which
gave credit to the tradition that linked the place to the Hispanic emperor; here is the
description of the garden with the large symmetrical pools, almost small lakes; here is
the pelecinum, the sun clock recently discovered and studied, which was at the beginning
of the colonnade, here described in its operation for the most curious readers.
The guide, while being an “agile” tool, reports sophisticated parallels with distributive,
structural and detail solutions adopted in other august residences, Roman and others.
The triclinium, already considered a nymphaeum, is described with a variety of details,
in order to frame its importance in the evolution of the type, highlighting the refined
combination of decorative elements: from the opus sectile of the floor to the wall
coverings, to the sequence of niches framed by a rich marble architecture; a small
stretch of water revealed, enlivened by the ripples of the surface, shapes of fish and sea
monsters, and air-conditioned the environment on hot summer days.
Some elements of these spaces, of particular artistic value, have been found by the
units in charge of recovering the historical-artistic heritage of the Police and can be
admired in the adjacent museum.
Other elements have been removed over time and reused elsewhere, finding new life,
as always happened, in the sacred buildings in the vicinity, mentioned in the text.
4

View of the lower terrace of the Villa
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At the end of the description of the villa’s spaces, in addition to the detailed illustration
of the stucco cladding, a list of the marbles used in the floors and walls is included in
the guide. They come from Egypt, North Africa, Turkey, Greece, current Syria. They are
the documents of the expansion of Rome at the time of the emperor, who left us, in the
coclide column of his new forum, the story of the conquests in Dacia.
The sequence is closed by the iconographic interpretation of the figures in the stucco
panels and the painted scenes that have reached us in understandable conditions. The
former show gods and mythological scenes with real and imaginary animals, framed in
panels , part of a sumptuous architectural wall decoration in relief. The patient work
of recomposition of the fragments, carried out in recent years, has made it possible to
reconstruct the spaces of the imperial summer residence, linking them to what is known
today of the villae of otium dating back to the 1st-2nd century A.C.
As the authors themselves point out, the guide offers cues to the imagination of the
scholar and the tourist and can be the basis for the preparation of visits with the use of
virtual reality devices.
It is more than ten months since the stuccoes, already showed in Rome in the exhibition
“Trajan. Building the Empire, creating Europe”, have returned to Arcinazzo in an
alternative space to the museum of the archaeological area making a whole system with
it: an exhibition room set up a few years ago in the center of the country. The finds
are therefore entrusted with the task of leading visitors to the capital, multiplying its
attractions.
Will it be the archaeological area that will attract tourists to visit the historic center of the
town or, conversely, will the stuccoes intrigue the guests, inviting them to visit the villa? We
hope, in both cases, that they will have this guide with them.
Margherita Eichberg
Superintendent of Archaeology, Fine Arts and Landscape for the Metropolitan Area of Rome,
the Province of Viterbo and Southern Etruria
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A Salutation from the Mayor

We wished this guide to accompany you in your visit to the Villa of Trajan, gratified by
your interest that every day encourages us more and more in the enhancement of this
historical and cultural heritage.
We have thought to satisfy some curiosities, to deepen aspects of daily life, perhaps less
known, providing an interpretative framework in which to appreciate this historical and
cultural heritage.
We thought to satisfy some curiosities, to deepen aspects of daily life, perhaps less
known, providing an interpretative framework in which to place the archaeological reality that you are going to visit.
The purpose of the following pages is to provide you with suggestions that will help
you in the virtual reconstruction of “your” Villa of Trajan and the natural panorama
that surrounds you.
What we hope, at the end of your visit, is that you will preserve a beautiful memory of
this time spent together and that, above all, you will feel happy for what you have seen,
being aware that you are, together with all of us, the first custodians and users of this
immense heritage.
Giacomo Troja

Mayor of Arcinazzo
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The Aniene River and the Emperors’ Valley

T

he Aniene Valley is one of the most fascinating places in
Lazio: a wild and mountainous landscape alternates with
wide valleys and gentle plateaus. Here the waters of the same
name river play a crucial role in shaping both the landscape and
the history of these places, particularly from the 4th century
B.C., when the Aniene became vital for Rome’s water supply.
The Roman emperors were great builders: cities, roads, ports,
bridges, baths, squares and monuments of all kinds were built
throughout the empire. But among the public works, there is
one they considered “the highest manifestation of Roman
grandeur”1): the aqueducts, majestic infrastructures created
to transport water from springs to cities. Water was certainly
considered as a precious commodity, utilitas, thus immediately
also an instrument of control and propaganda. Its relationship
with power is evident in Rome, the regina aquarum: fountains,

baths, nymphaea, swimming pools, naumachiae, thermal baths,
each of these “aquatic” works is as much part of a system of
consensus-building as the panem et circenses described by Juvenal2).
In this respect the aqueducts could only occupy a prominent
place in the imperial politics, all the more so for a place like the
Aniene Valley, rich in natural springs from which water still flows
abundantly and pure today. Here, then, were built, among the
first in the history of Rome, the Anio Vetus aqueducts in 272
B.C. and Aqua Marcia in 144 B.C., followed by the Julio-Claudian
aqueducts (Anio Novus and Aqua Claudia, both completed in 54
A.C.), which made the Aniene Valley unique, for its contribution
of over 750,000 cubic metres per day and for the quality of its
water, considered the best in the whole empire3).
These infrastructures increased the strategic importance of
the Aniene Valley and several imperial interventions improved

1) Front. De Aq. 16 For many ancient authors aqueducts were the hallmark of Romanitas:Dion. Hal. 3, 67, 5; Strab. 5, 3, 8, Plin. N.H. 36, 16, 75.
2) Giov., Sat., X, 81
3) The best water in the world for cold and health, as witnessed in all Rome, is the Aqua Marcia, granted to the Urbe among other gifts of the gods.” Plin., Nat.Hist., XXXI, XXIV, 41
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both the road system (with the opening of the Via Sublacense,
commissioned by Nero, the improvement of the Via Valeria and
the construction of the bridges Scutonico and San Giorgio willed
by Nerva) and the capture of the springs, in particular under the
Emperor Trajan4).
But water has always fascinated human aesthetics, which sees
it as a way of embellishment, the expression of a voluptas beyond
place or time. Water also inspired the residences the emperors
decided to build in the Valley, both for its impressive scenery and,
more prosaically, to show in a tangible way, by the attendance of
those places, the imperial garrison on an area on which most of
the water supply was depending.
First of all the one of Nero (54 - 68 A.C.), suspended between
the two banks of the river Aniene, set in an impervious and wild
valley, surrounded by three artificial lakes,5) in a suggestive fusion
between natural and human landscape worthy of an emperor
“eager for impossible things”6)
.The ruins of this extraordinary villa, which has been resisting
the river for 1300 years (the dams and their basins all collapsed in
the Middle Ages), where St. Benedict founded his first hermitage,
are located near the Monastery of Santa Scolastica - Subiaco
(RM).
A few years later Trajan had his own residence built in the lush

greenery of the Altipiani di Arcinazzo, surrounded by a harsh
mountain landscape rich in fauna, where he practiced otium and
venatio7): The villa has in the succession of nymphaea, basins and
fountains a constant reference to water which, together with the
splendid polychrome marbles, frescoes of rare beauty and golden
stuccoes, admirably decorated this residence, making it a unique
place.
These architectures, which altered the landscape but at the
same time allowed themselves to be harmoniously permeated
by it, connect the Aniene residences to the Tiburtine ones, such
as that of Manlio Vopisco (inside Villa Gregoriana - Tivoli),
where the water of the Aniene is a unique setting, and, even
more so, that of Hadrian (Villa di Adriano - Tivoli), where
everything is pervaded by authentic aquatic architecture. In all
these extraordinary residences, water decorated the rooms and
the landscape, enveloped the tricliniums, where the scenery of
the aquatic ornaments and the reflections of the water streams

4) “that made the water of the Anio Novus so clear to equal that of the Aqua Marcia” Front., De Acquaed., 15, 90-93
5) The simbruina stagna by Tacito – Ann. XIV, 22
6) “Nero tamen, ut erat incredibilium cupitor…” Tac., Ann. XV, 42
7) “What other relaxation do you allow yourself if you don’t beat wild slopes, hunt beasts from their dens, overcome immense mountain ridges, climb ice-covered summits without
anyone to help you and open the way and, in the meantime, go into the sacred woods in devout recollection and venerate their gods?” Pliny the Younger , Panegyric to Trajan, chapt. 81)

9

The Residence Of The Emperor Trajan

T

he residence of the Emperor Trajan (98-117 AD) is located
in a natural area of great charm. We are in a mountainous
area rich in waters and popular, in ancient times as well as today,
as being a place for holiday, away from the city and its rhythms.
Thinking of ancient Rome, “you should consider that ancient
Rome represented, “for the time, a real metropolis, a centre
for the political and economic power, where you could see the
negative effects of overpopulation.”
In order to have an idea of how problems related to urban life
may have been similar to ours, you only have to imagine that since
the I c. BC the Romans had a law concerning the traffic’s city.
8)
This law stopped the transit for freight wagons during the day,
to allow a greater ﬂuency of the trafﬁc during the day9).
Even rubbish was a serious problem: despite the widespread

presence of latrines and landﬁlls, and the efﬁciency demonstrated
by the Romans in building sewers and drains, many organic
household waste were thrown through the window in the night
and gathered on roadside. The problem was so familiar which
10)
became subject for the satires of Juvenal :“But the dangers of
the night are different and numerous, look: tiles falling from the
roof of the houses break your head, pots torn into pieces that
most of the time fall from the windows with such violence as
to mark the hit pavement with cracks. You are an irresponsible
person, one who does not consider the unpredictability of events,
if you go out to dinner without having made a will: in every open
window, where your footsteps are spied on at night, death lurks.
So wish you luck, and hope that they'll just spill the contents of
the basins on you.”(John, Sat. III, 268 et seq.)

8) The Lex Iulia Municipalis was promulgated by Julio Cesar in 45 BC and reached us through the so called “Heracleas’ tables”, a series of bronze lamina, found at the end of the
XVIII c. in Basilicata.
9) Lex Iulia Municipalis also provided some special licenses. According to it virgin vestals carpentum, wagons for public works, sheer legs during the day of competition,
circus wagons during the day of the representation and, of course, wagon for the draining of public lavatories could enter during the day.
10) Juvenalis: 50-140 AD.

10

The Residence of the Emperor Trajan

Reconstruction of a scene of life in ancient
Rome.

Detail of the reconstructive model
of Rome realized by the architect
Italo Gismondi and housed
in the Museum of Roman Civilization

This bad habit provoked the intervention of the law, so that
people who lost their relatives, would be compensated after their
death:
“If something thrown from a building onto a place where
people usually pass, go through or stop, the magistrate will
guarantee a legal action for the damage caused. If the falling

object causes the death of a free man, the magistrate will grant
an action for compensation of fifty gold coins.” Digesto 9,3,5,1
“In short, that of cleanliness in Rome two thousand years ago
seems to be a very serious problem, and the numerous written
sources reveal certain ancient and unfortunately outdated
customs, such as the casting of chamber pots or their contents
11

from windows and even the abandonment of corpses in the
streets and others still persistent today, such as streets full of
potholes, muddy and dirty”.
Its streets were sometimes full of rubbish and its sights and
smells were so unpleasant that, according to a decision of Trajan,
it was established that prisoners were also used for cleaning
latrines and sewers, and for the upkeep of the roads.
The great atmospheric pollution was a serious problem that hit
both the lower and the wealthy classes with respiratory diseases.
Often, doctors recommended to take a break away from Rome
in order to relieve these symptoms. Continuous smokes from
kitchens and ovens and fumes caused by sewage ﬂowed into
sewers or ran in the open air. Industrial structures and all kinds
of workshops characterized the city’s economic life, but at the
same time made the air unbreathable.
Seneca, because of his poor health, was invited by the doctor
to leave the city and breathe fresh air away from the Urbe:
“Do you ask me how I follow your advice? When I leave the
city and the acrid smell of the steaming kitchens which, together
with dust, spread all pestilential fumes, immediately I feel that my
health improves.” Sen. to Lucile. 17-18.104.6
Even Horace, from his residence in Digentia, today called
Licenza, located at 40 km from Arcinazzo Romano, suggests his
friend Maecenas to leave the city:
“and stop to admire its overwhelming wealth and palace that
touches the high clouds; the fume, wealth and the noise of
Rome.” Hor. Carm. 3. 29.9.12
12

The emperors appreciated the most fascinating places, where
nature was uncontaminated, and choose them to build wonderful
Villas.
For these reasons, some areas particularly beautiful from a
naturalistic point of view were privileged destinations for those
who, in addition to the need for rest for body and mind, also had
the economic potential to fully satisfy them, building wonderful
villas. The term Villa for the Romans had a different meaning
from the current one, and identified two distinct models of
settlement: the purely residential one, therefore similar to the
modern sense, and the rustic one, which indicated something
similar to a farm, where the building was associated with a
cultivated land. While the former was intended primarily for rest,
idleness (otium), the philosophical-literary meaning of which is
well known, and which for the Romans was a positive act, to be
carried out far from the daily tasks and worries (negotium), the
Villa Rustica was linked to an agricultural income and trade.
Preferred places for buildings, these residences were outside
urban areas, not far from Rome. They were characterized by
attractive landscape, mild climate and fresh air. So the Alban
Hills, the Lazio coasts from Civitavecchia to Gaeta, and the
Prenestini mountains together with the Tiburtini and Aniene’s
Valleys, became privileged places for the construction of Villas
of great architectural value.
As for the Aniene Valley, the wealth and fame of the river’s
waters made more attractive the location. Four of the eleven
aqueducts that carried the “gold blue” to Rome got their sources

The Residence of the Emperor Trajan

Arcinazzo Romano and in the background Affile

from this river: Anio Vetus, Aqua Marcia, Aqua Claudia and
Novus Anio. In particular, the Aqua Marcia was considered for
its organoleptic quality, the best water in Rome:
“The best cold water for health in Rome is the Aqua Marcia,

given to the Urbe, among other gifts, by gods.” (Plin., Nat.Hist.,
XXXI, XXIV, 41)
Only considering the area rich in water, we can ﬁnd, from the
1 c. AD, several villas: in 32, as we already mentioned, Horatio
13

Detail of a fragment of painted plaster depicting a deer

had a villa near Digentia (Licenza), which
view of the Altipiani di Arcinazzo. In the foreground the remains of a rectangular tower, part of the defensive
the poet did not fail to describe in his Panoramic
system of the territory in medieval times. In the background on the right is Monte Scalambra (1420 m above sea level).
works. During his reign, Nero started
the construction of a massive and spectacular villa, suspended territory developed, independently from the imperial summer
between the Aniene River sides, at Subiaco (Sublaqueum). Half a holidays, was Aﬁlae, today called Afﬁle, located at about 6 km
century later Trajan wanted a villa in this residential area, to enjoy from Arcinazzo Romano, near Subiaco.
There is few historical data concerning the Villa, but we are still
the wild and beautiful places and to practice his favourite leisure
activity: hunting. Finally, in the Tivoli countryside, Hadrian will able to outline its political and administrative features. Aﬁlae was
achieve what is the most spectacular residential work of Roman a municipium, a sort of capital of a wider area within which lived
11)
communities that enjoyed Roman citizenship . Each municipium
history.
The centre around which the economic and social life of the was ruled by a town council (ordo decurionum) whose members
11) The etymology of the word municipium comes from the expression “munera capere” which can be translated as “ to have duty and right” towards Rome. Every municipium
belonged to a Tribus ( there were 35 Tribus, divided between urban and rural) , that is a group of citizens belonging to the same territory. They determine the census, the military
service and taxes.

14

The Residence of the Emperor Trajan

enjoyed a great political and administrative power. Aﬁlae is
ascribed to the tribus Aniensis, like most Roman centres of the
surrounding area.
We also know that the territory of the ancient Afﬁle was
12)
divided in centuries in 133 BC . Today's inhabited area has only
sporadic remains from Roman times because a lot of towns and
buildings were superimposed, one upon the other.
Another town next to the Villa was Treba Augusta, today
Trevi nel Lazio, often mentioned by sources and known for its
proximity to Aniene river. Some inscriptions of the I-III c. A.D.
come from Treba, they documented works by various emperors.
According to the above mentioned sources, Trajan had a
passion for hunting. In a passage of the Panegyric that Pliny the
Younger paid tribute to him in 100 A.D., the author reports a
certain predilection of Trajan for mountains, woods and hunting,
and for the sea and navigation.
“What distractions do you allow yourself but to comb woody
slops, hunt wild beasts from their burrows, overcome high
mountains, climb icy peaks without help and, in the meanwhile,
go into sacred groves in devout meditation and pray for gods?
He works hard to catch wild beasts but the hardest and more
pleasant effort is to rouse them. And when He wants to test his

strength at sea, He does not merely looks at ships, but he takes
the helm or compete with his most talented fellow in breaking
waves or tame the rebels winds and overcome the adverse waves
with oars” (Gaius Plinius Caecilius. Paneg yric to Trajan, chap. 81)
This description that Pliny makes of the emperor's passions
helps us in attributing the Villa to Trajan. Very often this is an
uncertain, difficult and insidious operation, sometimes the result
of eighteenth-nineteenth-century speculation which, rooted
in local tradition, are not infrequently acquired as given in the
following bibliography. In our case, instead, the written and
archaeological sources, allow a relative certainty in affirming the
ownership to the great emperor. What are these data, and above
all, how do we manage to interpret them? First of all, the written
sources just mentioned, although they don’t mention the Villa
directly, describe the potential panorama we may have seen nearly
two millennia ago. Secondly, there is certainly an indirect reference
to a second Trajan’s Villa, a seaside residence, archaeologically
known and placed near Centumcellae (now called Civitavecchia).
The ﬁrst Villa would conﬁrm the Emperor’s passion for the sea
and navigation, the other his passion for mountains and hunting,
as reported by Pliny. In support of this supposition we have
archaeological data: at the end of the XI c., in fact, near the Villa

12) The word centuriazione (divide into centuries) has military origin and means 100 men for each century which was also the roman legion. As a consequence of the roman
extension and of the Empire, the Romans should organise their new territory. At the beginning, the territory was divided in lots, according to an established low: the division
into centuries provided lots of 200 iugera, which is about 50 hectares, of square shape, consisted of 20 actus for each side. They were given to 100 citizens (that means 2
iugera each citizen or un heredium, that is about half of an hectare). The Lex Sempronia, that regulated the centurazione , introduces a limit to the ownership of 500 iugeri, with
the addition of other 250 iugeri for each son until a maximum of 1000 iugeri ( about 7 hectares). The land was expropriated and given to free citizens, in lots of 30 iugeri (about 7
hectares). By doing so, the lex wanted to contrast the latifundium in favour of the small rural property.
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Leaden Fistula with the imperial title Caesaris Nervae Traiani/Optimi Aug.Germanic.
Dacici, translation: Of the Emperor Caesar Nerva Trajan Excellent Augustus Germanicus Dacicus

a series of lead pipes and lead water pipes were found. On one
of these there is written:
“Imp Nervae Trajan Caesar. Aug. / German. Sub sub. cura Hebr
lib. proc.”
The Imperial nomenclature says much about the history of the
Roman institutions and reveals data of great importance for our
comprehension.
According to costumes, the emperors, once obtained the
leadership, also gained the name of their predecessor together
with the praenomen “Caesar” and the epithet “Augustus”13),
which assured important privileges.
The tribunicia potestas, literally “the tribunician power” was
only reserved to tribunes of the plebs, that is one of the oldest
institutions of Rome. Their constitutions dating 494 BC when,
during the early conflicts between patricians and plebeians, the

latter elected representatives to defend
their petition. One of the major powers
of the tribune was to object or place a
veto, and therefore it was able to guide and
inﬂuence the policy of the Roman Senate,
so it was a very inﬂuential ﬁgure.
Since 23 BC, Augustus assumed the
tribunicia potestas, which was renewed
annually, so each emperor, without having been elected tribune,
automatically assumed the privileges. In this way, he could have
a direct control over the main body of the republican roman
system, consolidating the position of control over the army
and the Senate. It was the same for what concerns the Imperium
Proconsulare maius et inﬁnitum, taken by Augustus in 23 BC. In the
Roman law of the Republican age, the Imperium was a right
which belonged to consuls, magistrates and the dictator and
also involved the supreme military command and the Imperium
Proconsulare maius et inﬁnitum, taken by Augustus in 23 BC. It was
acclaimed Imperator the one who had won a battle, with more
than 5000 killed enemies. Caesar, once nominated dictator for
life, obtained the permanent command of the army and assumed
the title of Emperor. Thus, for the ﬁrst time he joined the three
titles14) an institutional power. From Augustus on, the ﬁrst Roman
“Emperor”, the title that was originally connected only to a

13) This prenomen, like Caesar, became an epithet and referred to both the power of the emperor: the Tribunicia Potestas and the imperium proconsulare maius et inﬁnitum. The
ﬁrst “Augustus” was Ottaviano, adopted child of Caio Giulio Cesare, who obtained the title in 27 B.C, as suggested by the Senate.
14) Prenomen, the ﬁrst name; nomen or noble title, last name; cognomen, name of the Gens.
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temporary control, remained associated to the powerful emperor,
for the whole age.
If emperors led victorious military campaigns, they acquired
the name of the lost population. The attribute “Germanic” refers
to campaigns against the Germans led by Trajan between 98 and
99 AC.
A second group of ﬁstulae, discovered in the late nineteenth
c. in the Villa, contains a different word that adds some details in
order to better frame the period:
“Imp. Caesaris Nervae Traiani/ Optimi Aug. Germanic.
Dacici”(”From the Emperor Caesar Nerva Trajan Optimus
Augustus Germanic Dacicus”).
The term “Dacice” refers to the victorious campaigns of
106 BC. However, the inscription does not contain the epithet
Parthicus, attributed to Trajan in 116 AC after the military
campaign against the Parthians and so it is previous to this date.
The two groups of fistule tell us that the works at the Villa of
Arcinazzo Romano look place before 116 and certainly after the
victory against the Germans in 98-99 AC. After his death, Trajan
will be remembered as:
IMPERATOR • CAESAR • DIVI • NERVAE • FILIVS •
MARCVS • VLPIVS • NERVA • TRAIANVS • OPTIMVS •
AVGVSTVS • FORTISSIMVS • PRINCEPS • GERMANICVS
• DACICVS • PARTHICVS • MAXIMVS
Which indicates different celebrative epithets of military
victories against Germans (98-99 AC), Dacians (101-102 and
105-106 AC), and Parts (116 AC) and he could also boast in his

Nero Villa, Subiaco

name the formula Optimus Princeps, or “best emperor”. The
ﬁgure of Trajan was so loved during and after his reign, that from
his death until the Byzantine period, the emperors were greeted
with the auspicious formula:
“Felicior Augusto, melior Traiano”
(“May you be happier than Augustus and better than Trajan!”)
More information, issued from the ﬁrst reading of the
mentioned fistule, is the task that was given to Hebrus, freedman
and procurator of the emperor, which probably refers, to the
works at the Villa. This character is also documented by other
inscriptions found at the villa in Civitavecchia (CIL XV, 77707771).Therefore it is very likely that, because of the trust and
work conducted by this freedman, Trajan decided to give him a
17

Garden and Portico

Top view of the villa portico

double task for both the villas in Civitavecchia and Arcinazzo.
Trajan would know the area because under his reign, in 98
AC, two important works were carried out to the Anius Novus
Aqueduct. For various reasons, the murky waters of this conduct
came to Rome, therefore it was decided to move the water intake
near the Villa of Nero at Subiaco, where the emperor had made

a series of reservoirs. Thanks to this intervention, during the
Trajanic age, Anio Novus water became very clear like that of
the Aqua Marcia15). The second work of maintenance was carried
out under Trajan and concerned a restoration of the Subiaco
street, built by Nero in order to reach de Villa of Subiaco. In 103104 AC, Trajan took back the work to improve trafﬁc near the

15) Prenomen, the ﬁrst name; nomen or noble title, last name; cognomen, name of the Gens.
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residence . Once established why Trajan decided to build there
his Villa, let’s see how his mountainous residence was built
and planned. Starting from the plateau, from Mount Altuino’s
slop (1200 m above the sea level, visible on the back of the
Antiquarium) going down to the valley, two foundations were
created by terracing: the ﬁrst, higher, and the other nearer to the
valley, the only one where excavation were made. The terracing
are supported with substructures, visible in several places17). These
walls were built by the use of pyramid-shaped building, arranged
in an obliquely grid and alternating with bricks. They determine
the areas where the building were constructed. The use of
artificial terraces is common for residences of this type, as they
made the most of the flat spaces. When you visit an archaeological
site, you are naturally attracted to observe walls, remains, columns
and arcades which, the most huge they are the most beautiful they
appear. This is a quite normal reaction. However, those spaces that
seem “empty” and that sometimes we tend to ignore, are of great
importance as essential parts of the architecture and decoration. In
this particular case, the area at the centre of the foundation, where
we are, seems naked, without walls and decorations. During that
period, as well as nowadays, the more the garden was beautiful
16)

the more the Villa was beautiful. It is evident that, as they are very
old buildings, nothing remains of their ancient beauty, nothing
but these empty spaces that, if we try to observe with a bit of
imagination, are filled with majestic beauty.
Let’s try to imagine a colourful garden filled with many
ornamental plants, fountains and decorative architecture.
Only now we realize that we are in front of one of the crucial
points of the Villa. To the south, (on the street side) a long porch
with a vault, laying on pillars and semi-columns and covered
with filler, accompanies us, through a stairs on the left, from
the entrance until the colonnade which introduces us to the
main body of the Villa. Behind it, there is a large triclinar room
with a nimpheum, framed by two halls with fountains on both
sides. The central garden in architectural design can be found in
19)
20)
other residences nearby18), older or more recent than the ones
mentioned before. Each Villa has a building that rises from one
of the short sides of the rectangle and which consisted of a big
garden with a porch. The vault of the porch, was decorated with
frescoes on a dark back ground with red ribs and a central oculo
on the top. The floor, by contrast, was covered with fine white
marble slabs.

16) Miliario XXXVII, CIL IX 5971- A. Donati, “ The army of the IV and V Regions of Italy”, in Epigraphic XXXVI, 1974. pp. 195-196, n 35.
17) Along the north side (Monte Altuino’s slope) in a east-west direction, and along the east side, in a north-southern direction, placed on the back of the museum, concerning
the upper terracing. On the opposite site, they are visible along the Valeria-Sublcense street (in a east-west direction) and on the left, entering the archaeological site,
in a north-southern direction.
18) Oratious’s Villa in Licenza or the so called Gold Square of Adrian’s Villa in Tivoli
19) F. i., Villa of Phapirous in Ercolano.
20) F. i., Villa of Quintiliis in Rome, along the Appia street.
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Thanks to a consisting portion of a
clypeus (circle), representing the Winged
military Victory, with sword and gold
shield, typical of the Trajanic age, we

Detail of the Clipeus depicting the Winged Victory found
during the excavations of the portico.

have a testimony of this fresco. Inside the
museum, you will ﬁnd explanatory panels
that we suggest you to read. The porch
opened on the garden, while to the south,
along the road, we can enjoy the view over
the valley thanks to some big windows. The
landscape had to be extremely fascinating.
20

The remains of the decoration of the vaulted portico. From
Fiore, 2004

Facing the mountain Scalambra (on the
south side), we could see the most rough
and wild aspects of the forest and, at the
same time, found some relief thanks to
the painted porch and the sweetness of its
painted garden. Two semicircular basins
covered with white marble are placed at
the ends of the two short sides. They face
each other in a mirror, giving the idea of
two small lakes (one, reinterred, is under
the Museum and must be restored, the
other is visible in front of the triclinium.)
Finally, on the background, we can see a
succession of niches covered with marble,
from which ﬂowed out fountains that
ﬁlled many holy water, as little waterfalls.
Soon after their construction, some of
these niches-fountains were walled for
unknown reasons, probably because of
some damages of the strucures, provoked
by them. This second intervention seems
to determine a thickening of the retaining
wall of the upper foundation. This
hypothetical collapse would be attributable
to particular hydrological characteristic of
the territory, which is rich in karstic water
TC - MLC

The Pelecinum
Within the Greco-Roman sphere, time
keeping instruments were more common
than one might think. In the public interest,
they commonly placed clocks in well
trafficked locations, close to the forum on
sacred or public buildings, a practice that
continues today with clocks placed atop
bell towers or on the facades of city hall.
In ancient times there were two categories
of clock: the solar and the hydraulic. For
sundials we have a variety of evidence,
with several shapes and functions; some
were intended to indicate simultaneous
times at various latitudes (so called clocks
“of inquiry”)21). They also had portable
watches known from textual sources22),
and through certain archaeological finds23).
Sundials depend on changes in the height

The Pelecinum of Trajan’s villa in its working reconstruction.
The gnomon indicates the 7th hour from winter dawn then
12.50 p.m. (photo taken on 5 February).

of the sun in relation to the horizon and
result from complex calculations derived
from observation of the apparent path
that the sun completes on the terrestrial
horizon. They first appear at the end of
the second millennium, and Egyptian,
Mesopotamian, Greek and Hellenistic
astronomers and scholars were dedicated
in turn to perfecting them.
In order to measure time in the absence

of the sun or in an enclosed space, a new
category of clock appeared in Egypt during
the fifteenth century B.C., a clock that the
Greeks called “hourglass” (klepsydra)24), the
operation of which, in contrast to popular
perception, was based not on grains of
sand but on water. The Greek word for
hourglass, in fact, derived from kleptomai
(“to steal”) and hydro-s (“water”), which
effectively emphasizes the fluidity of the
flow of time.
After water clocks arrived from Egypt,
Aristotle reports that the Greeks used them
during court cases, among other purposes,
in order to measure the time available for
the prosecution and defense25). We know
of two types of water clocks: the outflow
and the inflow. The hourglass is an outflow
clock since its operation relies upon the
constant discharge of liquid from a given
chamber (namely “outflow”); the flow of

21) Parmenio Pros ta historoumena (Vitr. IX, 8.1)
22) Vitr. IX, 8, 1
23) These are small metal discs called horologia viatoria pensilia with a diameter of about 3.5 cm, the edge of which is raised and drilled. Their function is similar to a sundial: put
in a vertical line with respect to the sun, a ray of light filter out from the hole and will fall on the graduations placed at the edges (Silvestro 2009, 69).
24) Tölle-Kastenbein 1995, 190-191.
25) “In court there are some water clocks with a very narrow discharge pile. Thesy are filled with a certain quantity of water with which we measure the time available to speak during the trial” (Aristot. Ath. Pol. 67.2). The oldest examples of water-clocks date back to the fifth century. B.C. and come from the excavations of the Agora of Athens (Athens, Agora
Museum, P2084; see. R. S. Young. 1939. Hesperia, Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens 8: 274ff).

21

Aries with Libra symbol: Line of the Equinoxes,
it is crossed from the edge of the shadow
in the days of Equinox (spring and autumn).
The sun enters respectively Aries at the beginning
of Spring and Libra at the beginning of Autumn.
Cancer symbol: Summer Solstice Line, is crossed
from the edge of the shadow on the longest
day of the year when summer begins
and the sun enters the sign of Cancer
Capricorn symbol: the Winter Solstice LIne is
crossed from the edge in the shadows on the
shortest day of the year when Winter begins and
the sun enters the sign of Capricorn.
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water into the receptacle matches the span
of time that one intends to measure. The
principle limitation of this process derives
from the fact that a constant outflow can
occur only if one compensates for the
unequal pressure due to the progressive
descent of the water. In other words, as the
chamber empties, the water flows with less
and less intensity.
In addition to the courts, hourglasses
were used to measure the night watch, the
so-called vigiliae26).
Vitruvius attributes the invention of the
first hydraulic outflow clock to Ctesibius27),
a Greek scholar who lived in Alexandria
during the third century B.C., determining
the flow of time by the controlled discharge

of water into a container
The term pelecinum describes a vertical
sundial with temporal hours for a
complete seasonal calendar. Vitruvius
first mentions the device28), the invention
of which he attributes to Patrocles, a high
official of the Seleucid court 29).
The pelecinum, derived from the Greek
pelekus (“ax”), presumably owes its name
to the form that this clock had to take,
similar to that of a double-headed ax30).
While Vitruvius gives us only the name,
a detailed description was offered by M.
Cesius Faventinus31), a Roman author
who lived between the third and fourth
century A.C., notable for his having
written a compendium of Vitruvius’ work

26) EAC, voce Orologi, 1008-1009
27) Vitr., IX, 8, 4-7
28) Vitr., IX, 8, 1-2.
29) He lived between the fourth and third centuries B.C., and has attributed to him a circumnavigation of the Caspian
Sea, which was utilized by Eratosthenes and mentioned by Strabo (XI.6.1- 7.1) and Pliny the Elder (HN 6.36).
30) For a long time this term was identified with a type of sundial based on a model reproduced in a horizontal plane,
documented by several examples (see Traversari 1991: 72, note 36). The identification of pelecinum with the specimens
cited is based primarily on the similarity of the form of the clock with an ax. However it is now believed that these can
traced back to the type of clocks that Vitruvius called discum in planitia, or circular dial plate (trad. Gros 1997:1235;
Traversari 1991: 68; the debate has not yet concluded – for an overview see: Moglia - Pavanello - Trinchero 1988: 352,
fig. 6-128; Soubiran VIII: 247ff.; Gibbs 1976: 60).
31) Paniagua Aguilar, 2006, 227-228

The Pelecinum

entitled Liber Artis Architectonicae32).
The pelecinum consists of two slabs of
marble or stone of identical length, wider
at the top and narrower at the bottom,
hinged on one side in order to form a
sort of “open book,” and surmounted by
a gnomon. Several examples appear on a
sarcophagus dating to the third century.
A.C. and on a mosaic preserved in the
Landesmuseum of Trier, also dated to the
third century. A.C.33).
The pelecinum of the Villa of Trajan is
an important artifact because of its rarity,
in contrast to the more common and
widespread horizontal clocks of various
types.
As with almost all of sundials from
that era, this clock is based on the Roman
system of temporal hours, a time system
that differs from those in use today. Most

of the contemporary world divides time
daily into 24 hours of 60 minutes (12 antimeridian and 12 post-meridian) every day
of the year. The Romans instead divided
the diurnal arc, the period between
sunrise and sunset, into 12 regular parts,
but these were not always equal. In fact,
just as the diurnal arc during the summer
is much longer than during winter, so
too their length varied greatly depending
upon the season.
Thus the Roman system envisaged
that the individual units into which they
subdivided the diurnal arc differed in
length, depending on the annual variation
of the period between day and night.
In effect, only at the vernal and
autumnal equinox (21 March and 23
September) would day equal night: the
word “equinox” deriving from the Latin

32) The description he provided does not coincide with what is traditionally referred to the pelecinum. An excerpt
from the description given by Faventinus was published in a 1730 edition of Exercitationes vitruvianae primae.
Hoc east: Ioannis M. de Poleni commentarius criticus Vitruvii Pollionis, in a work which included a section entitled
Anonymus scriptor vetus de architectura compendiosissime tractans, vitruvius et quae quidem ceteri locupletius
ac diffusius tradidere. Cum annotationibus Ioannis Poleni. In this transcription, however, the name given to this clock
is pelignum. It remains unclear whether these are two types of sundials or this is the same type of sundial with two
different names or else with one name erroneously transcribed (see Nicola Severino, www.gnomonica.it/pelignum).
33) The photos are all taken from the aforementioned contribution which is referred to the bibliography
on the individual studies

Pelecinum Indici
1) Gnomon – Shadow generator
2) Hourly Numeration
3) Hourly Lines – indicating the end of
one temporal hour and the beginning of the next.
4) Midday Line
5) Eastern Quadrant – Morning Hours
6) Western Quadrant – Afternoon Hours
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Pelecinum Seasons
1) The area highlighted in yellow is crossed
by the shadow of the gnomon from the Autumn
to Winter seasons.
2) The area highlighted in orange is crossed
by the shadow of the gnomon from the Spring
to Summer seasons.
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aequi-nox (meaning day “equals night”).
Only in relation to these two dates did the
temporal Roman hours remain the same
both day and night.
On other days the diurnal arc was
divided into 12 hours, each of which
lasted about 45 minutes in winter and each
about 75 minutes during the summer. In
contrast, the night hours were longer in
winter and shorter in summer.
Along with sunrise and sunset, the only
other Roman reference point during the
day was “noon” (hora sexta), the time at
which the workday ended for free citizens.
The two “clock halves” (to the left
the hours of the morning, to the right
those of the afternoon) making up the
pelecinum worked with just one gnomon
of the orthostyle type, installed at the
point of the two plates’ convergence.
In our fragmentary artifact we find the
hollow that housed the gnomon in the
rear part of the vertex. The plates were
joined at 90° to each other and arranged
so as to meet at a 45° angle from the south
to east during the morning and 45° from
south to west in the afternoon.

The hour numbering was recorded at
the lower edge, just below the line of the
summer solstice. Our fragment still has a
visible trace of numbering. The seasonal
calendar has an equinoctial line (transverse
and oblique) and two solstitial hyperbolae
(upper and lower curve), respectively
projections of the equator and the two
celestial tropics. Demarcation of this type
is called diurnal because it describes the
progression of shadows cast on specific
days of the year. The former mark
the furthest course of shadow on the
equinoxes (21 March and 23 September);
the latter mark the furthest shadows of
the summer solstice (June 21) and the
winter solstice (December 21). Thus these
three lines determine four seasonal bands
(two upper and two lower), in which one
finds the extreme shadow of the gnomon
in its annual daytime course: those nearer
the gnomon and above the equinoctial line
correspond to autumn and winter, while
those below and more distant from the
gnomon correspond to the spring and
summer.
FG
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ontinuing our tour to the west, we reach the main body
of the building. This consists of rooms of variable size,
regular in shape and arranged along three optical axes, in a
East-West direction. It is the most representative part of the
imperial residence, the one that gave us back most of the remains
concerning decorations. A pillar of the porch. On the background
the niches of the upper terrace.
At the centre there is a rectangular triclinium (13x9m). It has

four doors with a low arch at the corners, alternated by two
large windows that open on the side rooms. The entrance, which
faces the garden, was framed by a pair of columns, as the subbases in limestone testify. The opposite colonnade gave to the
whole a monumental aspect. By contrast, on the back wall, there
was a nymphaeum consisted of three niches. One of them had
a rectangular shape and was placed in the middle, the others,
provided of apses and placed on the sides, poured out water into

A frontal view of the Triclinium.

Wood coating
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the small lacus below. The niches were framed by large marble
corbels embedded in the masonry and served as supports for the
small columns bearing the decorated architrave. Probably stolen
in the 1980s, one of them was recovered near Tivoli thanks to
an investigation conducted by the special Archaeological Police
Team (Gruppo Polizia Tributaria - Nucleo Tutela Patrimonio
Archeologico della Guardia di Finanza)34). The shelf, preserved in
original inside the Museum and set up in situ with a plaster cast,
has edges marked by a frame of acanthus leaves and a “marine
subject” decoration on the surfaces: in the convex frontal part
two dolphins with a crested body and long fins flickering on the
waves with their tails wrapped in a trident, laterally a triton with
its arm raised in the act of swimming and a sort of small skirt
made by ‘leafs of water’ , fills the space with a twisted tail in the
shape of a tripartite fin. The overlying column base is of the
ionic type with two grooves. The “marine subject” is very suitable
for a water lily and in this case it has been skilfully exploited;
the lacus in fact had to be filled up to the base of the corbels
where the waves are carved, so the dolphins seemed to jump on
the water. The entire architectural decoration, very rich in ornate
and animated by a strong chromatism obtained with a skilful use
of the drill, recalls very closely examples of the late Flavian age
(end of the first century); for example the frons scaenae of the
theatre of Domitian’s villa in Castel Gandolfo. The classically

chiaroscuro bas-relief of the corbels seems to be more connected
to the first decades of the 2nd century since the subject evokes
the decoration of the Piazza d’Oro and the Maritime Theatre of
Villa Adriana in Tivoli. Arcinazzo’s corbel, however, is of high
quality, the product of first-rate artistic craftsmen who, if they
are still influenced by Flavio’s taste, seem to anticipate themes
that will have great diffusion in the Hadrian age35).
They served as support for the columns that supported the
decorated architrave. Above, a frieze showed a mosaic in vitreus
paste. This mosaic reflected the sun’s rays, which hit the water
below and created a beautiful game of lights and colours on the
walls, covered with gilded plaster and marble. The nymphaeum,
was approximately 1,5 m above the floor, and had a vault that
gave harmony to the whole. The floor was characterized by a
rich decoration (opus sectile), made up by rectangular slabs of
African marble, bordered with yellow listels of which only few
portions remain. During the seven-nineteenth century the villa
was used as quarry of precious materials. Intensive excavations
were made in 1777, when the reconstruction of the cathedral
of St. Andrew, in Subiaco, began. One year later the excavations
stopped because the marbles obtained were sufficient. A few
years later (1780) some Corinthian capitals were discovered at the
Villa: the discovery of precious material was not yet exhausted.
From 1829 until the end of 1833, further restoration works were

34) Returned to public fruition in 2007 on the occasion of the exhibition “Archaeology in Yellow” - the Greek Symposium through the recovery of the Guardia di Finanza
35) Mari 2007, 104
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Bass-relief decorate shelf from the Triclinium Ninphaeum.

Photo taken around the mid-50s showing the shelves still in situ

undertaken, in order to build the church of Santa Maria Assunta
at Arcinazzo Romano36). A marble pediment with a lemniscates
crown is still visible on the door of the church, while within the
church, two Corinthians capitals are now used as stamps. The
“reputation” of the Villa over centuries is justified by its beauty.
This kind of residences, built for the Emperor, were decorated
with marble, filler and frescoes of exceptional manufacture. The
external aspects of the building were different from today, it
could be covered in marble and decorated with frescoes and filler,

sometimes further embellished with touches of gold. The floors
of the main areas were made in the so called opus sectile. This
technique needed the use of sectioned marble sheets in order to
obtain very thin shapes, moulded with great precision in irregular
pieces. Through the skilful use of the colour, you could compose
geometric and floral decorations, or faithful reproductions of
architectural elements. It is a real stone painting, which differs
from mosaic for the use of sophisticated morphologic pieces,
different in shape and size. The opus sectile could decorate both

36) Once called Ponza; Arcinazzo Romano is a toponyme, according to the king’s law N. 287 of the 29th may 1891
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the floor and the walls of a room. The quality of materials, the
skill of labour and the prestige of the client made the Villa a
real “golden home” of the Emperor Trajan. It was a source of
pride and, at the same time, of tragedy and destruction when,
fallen into disuse, its historical and documental importance was
lost. The sack was long and slow and also humble material, such
as lead which constituted the plumbing, was stolen. The deep
gap, between the nymphaeum’s basin and the triclinium’s floor,
is due to a sudden violent removal of a pipes leading that led to
the semicircular fountain immediately near the triclinium, in the
garden. Though humble, the lead was certainly useful, it melts
at low temperatures, it is a soft, heavy metal, easy to shape and
to reuse. Therefore, in periods when the supply of materials was
low, the Roman plants became a very useful resource for local
communities, who could find in it metals and decorative elements
which could be reused. Leaving the triclinium, we can see, on the
right and on the left, the same sequence of rooms: first, a large
rectangular atrium (18 m x 7,20), framed by two columns of
which we can see only the basis. Positioned at the centre of the
four columns, there was a fountain whose remains are very few.
Rooms between the garden and interior rooms were only partially
covered with a floor but it was in opus sectile. The rooms placed
at the back were remarkable because of the preciousness of their
decorations. Important guests were allowed to stay there, in the
heart of the residence, the nearest point to the triclinar room.
Because of the different level of the underground, the rooms
28

on the right and on the left, had different elevations. While in
the down side structures are lower, until a few inches up, the
upper side retains walls of several meters high that allow us to
understand the grandeur of the architecture. According to a
scheme already used for the triclinium, these two areas had two
separate entrances, one from each corner, placed both near the
window and opening on the vestibule. The roof was barrelvaulted and floors were made of opus sectile, according to a
geometric pattern that can be compared with the one used for
the triclinium’s apse of the domus Flavia, on the Palatine hill in
Rome. Although the earth excavation of the past upset the original
pattern, the huge quantity of gilded filler, frescoes and marble
frames allow us to perceive the particularity of these two rooms
that probably were the most exclusive part of the residence. The
restoration of thousands of fragments of frescoes (more than
11,000), issued from the excavation, will recover large portions
of the decoration. Long 10 metres and wide approx. 7, the two
nobles rooms had an high barrel vault laying on a massive brick
pillars. There was another large rectangular opening, opposite to
that of the garden and placed at a higher level. It opened on
the last room which had, once again, symmetrical sides. This is
a particular solution that uses the prospective to create a “fifth
stage” consists of rich furnishings and elegant decorations. The
niches on the four walls testify the presence of noble statues
or other furnishings. The host enjoyed a beautiful view both to
the east, where he saw the monumental garden, and to the west,
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where he could admire the richness of the marble decorations
and paintings. There was no direct access to these rooms: they
had the only purpose of providing light and decoration and
creating an artistic landscape of great beauty. The toilettes were
located on the side of the monumental block, to make the host
more comfortable. A narrow corridor, in the North, allowed
servants to arrive quietly in the halls of the foundation above.
In the southern part, according to a similar pattern, there were
four rooms connected together by doors. From the last one you
could enter a stairway which lead to the upper foundation. Next
to these rooms, three small rectangular rooms were created.
Two excavation campaigns carried out in 2009 and 2011, on
the other hand, made it possible to better frame the phases
of frequentation of the villa in subsequent periods. The
investigations were concentrated in the area north of the small
service corridor (XIV) and brought to light an environment
(XXVI) connecting the lower and upper stalls. The excavation
data place between the end of the V century and the VI century an
important stripping action, testified by numerous accumulations
of marble and building material found piled up in several points.
At the same time, part of this small room was used as a kitchen
while the presence of a small forge does not exclude its use for
small craft activities. The occupation of this environment had
not to be continued for a long time: subsequently the phase
of abandonment is evident, with consequent deterioration of

the structures with the collapse of the vault, which ruined the
floor37). From that moment, at the end of the VI century , the
frequentation of this majestic mountain residence, already fallen
into disuse and only sporadically used for makeshift shelters, was
interrupted. For a millennium it remained buried under the earth,
then used as a quarry of valuable materials (XVIII-XIX century)
and finally “rediscovered” at the end of the last millennium,
when an important excavation campaign was inaugurated and
completed in 2003. The year after the inauguration of the
Museum.
The surveys already done make us optimistic. The
electromagnetic prospecting campaign, through the use of a
georadar, provided by the Institute for Technologies Applied to
Cultural Heritage of the National Research Council, allowed us
to discover, in a very detailed way, buried walls which will bring us
new discoveries and additional information about the site.
The excellent general conditions of the surrounding
environment, undisturbed and scarcely used in agriculture, have
made it possible to obtain a rather detailed plan of the buried
rooms not yet investigated, revealing the presence of a series of
rooms of various shapes and sizes distributed around a central
room with a very complex articulation and two peripheral exedras.
To the west the complex is connected to a large elliptical-shaped
building, perhaps a nymphaeum garden, perhaps a fishpond.
Despite these encouraging results, however, it is very difficult to

37) For these excavations see Fiore, Appetecchia 2011, 2013a-c.
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The plan of the villa that emerged during the excavations and the results of the
electromagnetic prospections carried out by the Institute for Technologies related
to Cultural Heritage of the CNR in the upper stalls. (Sgalambro 2003)
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establish the nature and function of these structures: only the
continuation of the excavations will be able to reveal what is
still preserved below the ground, allowing us to give a precise
structural and functional definition of this extraordinary imperial
residence.

Technical and construction materials

The Roman walls, whatever is the work,
are essentially made up of two elements:
the cement core, made up by pieces of
stone and mortar, and the face (the external part of the walls), the one visible to
us. For the first one, there is more than
one type, in relation to the environments
where it is built. In case of buildings built
near water or close to it for example, it is
common, in Lazio and Campania, to mix
mortar with burned lime and pozzolana
(lapis puteolanus), in order to increase its
water’s resistance. For the face, there are
several possibilities, according to the material and method of settlement. Here, a
list of those used for the Villa of Trajan:
Mixed work: the mixed use of stone
tiles with a pyramidal shape (cubilia), arranged along oblique axes, alternating with
lines of bricks.

Reticulate work (Sgalambro 2003)

Brickwork (Sgalambro 2003)

Bordered work (Sgalambro 2003

Reticulate work: the only use of cubilia, arranged in a an oblique direction in
order to form a reticulation.
Brickwork: made only by bricks.
Bordered work: the use of blocks of
tufa or limestone, arranged horizontally
and alternating with lines of bricks. If in
most cases, the stone was found directly
in loco (in Arcinazzo, limestone was also
taken from fluvial deposits of the paleo-Aniene), bricks could also have other
sources or be produced directly on the
site. Their use was rather simple. A mixture of clay was prepared and left to settle
in basins filled with water. Some sand was
added in the purest part, as degreasing, according to a procedure similar to that used
for ceramic. The degreaser improved the
plasticity of the material and avoid that
damages could appear on the surface, during cooking. Once ready, the mixture was
placed in wood cell of various shapes and
left to dry, especially during cold seasons.
Then, the mixture was baked in kilns at a
temperature of about 1000 ° C.
The manufacture of bricks was a real
industrial activity that took place in special
31
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factories (figlinae). These sites, often
belonging to the Emperor or people
connected to the court, used to seal their
products with a circular, semicircular or
rectangular stamps, as trademark38). Most
of them belonging to the officinator
Erasinus, an imperial freedman39). Anyway,
bad conditions of transport and proximity
to quarries suggested the use of local
bricks. Many bricks bear footprints
of animals. So, they give us not only
information on wildlife but also show that
a stock of material was produced locally
and “branded” by wild animals during the
night, when they went down hill “walking”
on the clay that was drying.
A second part of the collection
is dedicated to the instrumentum
domesticum, a collection of everyday
objects and tools of common use which
testify of the life of that period. You can
see remarkable examples of glazed pottery
of fine workmanship and an interesting

Fragment of a brick with wolf footprint

rim’s fragment of a large ceramic jar, kept
in showcase 2: it shows some damages
on the surface, probably due to a wrong
quantity of degreasing or to an unexpected
event during cooking. This small fragment
shows how this factory was well equipped
not only for building material, but also
provided of furnaces for the production

of jars or other containers commonly
used.
A marble basin decorated with strigils
was found in the monumental garden as
well as hollow vessels, used for the creation
of a floral backdrop, with vegetation and
aromatic plants, typical of the roman ars
topiaria.

38) Information contained in stamps were of various kind and could carry the name of the owner of the figlinae, of the contractor (conductor) or the executor (officinator) of the
work for which bricks were requested. These data are very important because they allow archaeologists to determine the exact date of the works within which they are found or the
chronology of the restoration’s works.
39) The certificate is not a unicum: in 101-102 Trajan nominated an Erasinus “pontifex maximus”, while a burial inscription found on the Appia street shows the name of an Erasinus
“libertus” of Trajan
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The Flat Arch

One of the most important architectural
aspects found in the Villa is the use of
the so-called flat arch, probably used in
the construction of the colonnade in
front of the triclinium. We need some
remarks in order to well understand this
kind of structure. In architecture there
are two different types of techniques: the
non spingente system and the spingente40)
system. The first one is not able to
download its weight to the ground, so
it generates forces that must download
weight on their supports. An example of
non spingente system structure is the socalled trilithic system, used by man for
thousands of years to build Stonehenge
and the Pantheon, which consists of two

Hypothetical reconstruction of the colonnade in front of the triclinium (Sgalambro 2003)

jambs supporting a flat arch. This structure
is very simple to build and therefore very
widespread. But it has a structural limit:
the exclusive vertical discharge of the
compression, due to its weight, does not
allow to build either complex structures

nor wide spans (the distance between two
piers). The work of the architrave, if not
well distributed and downloaded on the
piers below, generates the break of it and
the collapse of the whole building. The

40) N.d.t. : Maybe “spingente” could be translate with “truss”in English, as truss is a structure comprising one or more triangular units constructed with straight members whose
ends are connected at joints referred to as nodes. External forces and reactions to those forces are considered to act only at the nodes and result in forces in the members which are
either tensile or compressive forces. Moments (torques) are explicitly excluded because, and only because, all the joints in a truss are treated as revolutes. But I preferred to keep the
Italian name, as there are some variations between systems.
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The Flat Arch

spingente system, instead, gathers all those
architectural solutions able to generate not
only vertical forces, but also to download
its weight on another element, f.i. the arch;
this is a structural element with a curved
shape, built with ashlar and arranged in a
radial way or joined by bricks and mortar,
in order to draw a parabolic silhouette. The
spingente system, instead, gathers all those
architectural solutions able to generate not
only vertical forces, but also to download
its weight on another element, f.i. the arch;
this is a structural element with a curved
shape, built with ashlar and arranged in a
radial way or joined by bricks and mortar,
in order to draw a parabolic silhouette.
Unlike trilithic structure, the arch can
better download the compression, due
to the weight of overlying structures, and
therefore is able to support wider spans
and very complex structures. The flat arch
is a special architectural expedient because
it is similar to an architrave, but structurally

Travertine Pulvinus

Plate made
as an architrave
ceiling

Graphic diagram on the operation of the armed flat arch. (Giuliani 1990 ed. 2006)

belonging to the spingente system, being
in fact comparable to a very low arch.
Although among the spingente systems, it is
the weaker and unable to withstand very
wide spans41), from the first century A.D.
it had a moderate success in the residential
construction: it was used in the Domus
Aurea of Nero (octagonal room), in the
Villa of Trajan in Arcinazzo Romano and,
with some variations, in the Hadrian’s
Villa in Tivoli (the maritime theatre and
the Doric pillars’ room). The widespread
use of the flat arch depends essentially

on avoiding the expensive monolithic
architraves.
The latter, keeping the formal aspect
of the trilithic system (architrave and
columns), is structurally placed on the
opposite side, being supported by a
spingente system. This construction system
was very effective and also had benefits in
economic terms. Instead of the expensive
monolithic marble lintels, thin marble
slabs hooked to the bricks that made up
the flat arch could be used without any
aesthetic compromise.

41) Structurally, it consists in placing elements with a trapezoidal shape (pulvini) on the vertical of each column . Each column is joined to another through a marble base (lower
portion of the entablature), above which bricks are arranged in a radial way so that the two on the shoulder of the pulvino have an angle of 60 ° and the central brick is, instead,
placed on the vertical. The most stressed parts were the extremities, which should oppose both vertical and horizontal forces. Each of them distributed the pressure on both sides of
the pulvino, so the two lateral forces clashed in the centre of it, dumped on the capital and, finally, on the column.
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The Decorative Apparatus.
The Opus Sectile: The Stone Painting

M

any of the rooms of Trajan’s villa in Arcinazzo Romano
retain traces of a particular decorative technique known as
opus sectile. It involves the use of slabs of stone, marble or other
materials (such as glass paste or brick elements) arranged so as to
form, through chromatic contrast, a more or less complex design
(geometric, architectural, etc.). Although the term is actually in
Latin, it has not a Roman origin and was coined only at the end
of the 19th century42). The ancient authors, in fact, identify this
technique using the term sectilia pavimenta43). It spread to Rome
in the first decades of the first century BC, when “stone slab
floors came into use (...), at least in the smaller element type”44).
The most ancient sectilia pavimenta generally use small slabs almost
exclusively made of non-marble materials, and are characterized

The marble coating of one room of the villa.

by modular decorative patterns repeated until they cover the
entire surface.
In the Augustean period (37 B.C. - 14 A.D.) the use of
polychrome marble slabs in the flooring of public buildings
began, initially with an integrative function compared to other

42) Because of their characteristics - the presence of a design obtained by the chromatic contrast of the various elements - sectilia pavimenta are distinct from simple marble pavements and should not be confused even with other “inlaid” techniques (an expression still today sometimes mistakenly referred to ancient sectilia), in Roman times reserved almost
exclusively for wall decorations (e.g. opus interrasile).
43) Vitr. Arch. 7, 1; Svet. Caes. 46
44) Pl, NH XXXVI, 189
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materials and later exclusively. The slabs in this case are mainly
large in size, generally not less than 120 cm and follow iterative
or unitary patterns.
The success of this first experiment on a monumental
scale was followed by the application of opus sectile also in the
private sector, where, for obvious reasons of space, the use
of decorative schemes on lower modular bases was perfected,
which although using less raw material were very expensive
due to the more complex execution. For this reason the first
examples of sectilia paved entirely in marble in residential areas
are limited to complexes of imperial property, such as the villa
of Livia at Prima Porta and the villas of Tiberius on Capri.
During this period, an innovation on a technical level was to
develop that would have had much influence for the following
periods: the creation of square tiles, each of which was
composed of various elements of polychrome marble that,
arranged on the floor plan, formed more complex designs
capable of camouflaging the square base mesh. The great
innovation of this technique is represented by the fact that
the basic tiles could be prefabricated in the laboratory to be
then more easily transported and assembled.
This method of preparing the “tiles”, still embryonic in the
Julio-Claudian era, developed mainly from the Neronian era45);

its success favoured the birth of real “industries” dedicated to
the creation of prefabricated marble floors, and remained in
use in Rome and the rest of the Empire at least until its fall.
At the beginning of the 2nd century A.C. the Villa of Trajan
in Arcinazzo Romano and that of Hadrian in Tivoli testify to
the variety of schemes offered by these chromatic combinations
with sober, elegant and refined geometrical schematism.
In the 3rd century A.C. production in opus sectile recorded,
at least on the basis of the elements available up to now, a
decline in favour of a general reaffirmation of the mosaic, in
the traditional version of black and white and in the innovative
version that used large-sized marble tiles.
In the first part of the IV century A.C. there is a resumption
of the production of sectilia pavimenta with a square or squarereticular module, with simple and complex motifs, which
show a lesser attention in the chromatic concordances and
exploit in a predominant way elements of reuse, even if they
do not affect, at least in the most valuable cases, the overall
result. After the 4th century the use of sectilia pavimenta
became increasingly rarefied, with the exception of northern
Italy, where a production of sectilia mainly in mixed materials
took shape, which became typical of the late antique and early
Christian period46).

45) In the Nero era, in fact, the technique of prefabrication of the tiles was perfected and became canonical the use of oblong fragments of amphoras, applied with mastic on the
back of the panels to reinforce the joints between the plates and then soaked in mortar.
46) http://tess.beniculturali.unipd.it/web/terminologia-e-definizioni/classi-pavimentali/opus-sectile/
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The sectile floors of the Villa
of Trajan in Arcinazzo Romano

T

he main block of the villa develops
around the triclinium (II), whose
floor was covered by a sectile composed
of large rectangular slabs of African
marble listed in antique yellow. On the
sides, two rooms in particular (X and
XVIII) were characterized by sumptuous
decorations (marble, golden stuccoes and
painted plaster). One of the two (XVIII)
preserves traces of a sectile pavement with
a square-reticular pattern that provided
for the promiscuous use of pavonazzetto,
antique yellow, red and green porphyry, a
chromatic combination that constituted
the so-called “Neronian four-colour”.
Also in the northern sector of the villa
there was a small corridor through which
connecting to the XXV room, which

Triclinium II, polychrome large module opus sectile: Floor in large module opus sectile prepared according
to the pattern of the striped rectangles, consisting of parallel rectangular slabs (cm 80 x 60 approx.)
in African marble edged with antique yellow strips.
*) Table with the main motifs of the square module sectilia pavimenta with its conventional acronyms
(revised from GUIDOBALDI 2003, scheme C to p. 30 REFERENCE TO THE LINK: http://tess.beniculturali.unipd.it

Corridor IV, polychrome square module opus sectile:
Square module opus sectile with Q3*) pattern.
In section A the marbles are the portasanta and the palombino, in section B the portasanta and the pavonazzetto.
The floor was bordered by a perimeter frame which, at least in the stretch A, is made up of slabs of portasanta.
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The sectile floors of the Villa of Trajan in Arcinazzo Romano

Room XVI, opus sectile with a two-coloured square module:
Opus sectile with battenbord module with L/QOrQ pattern*).
(basic square, rectangles and internal square on the diagonal), made with white marble slabs (pario) and green porphyry strips.

Environment X, large-module opus sectile with Neronian
four-colour: large-module opus sectile with reticular pattern with complex elements. The marble used are antique yellow,
pavonazzetto, red porphyry and green porphyry. The cladding is preserved especially close to a sort of raised platform
near the bottom side of the room.
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restored an extraordinary secular flooring
that has remained surprisingly intact
despite the prolonged plundering that the
villa has undergone over time.
The composition is based on a complex
fusion of geometric modules that recall
the combination of the “Neronian fourcolour”. Even the walls of this particular
room were entirely covered with marble
incrustationes, recovered and exhibited
inside the Archaeological Museum of
Arcinazzo Romano “Villa di Traiano”.
Due to the particular climatic conditions
the flooring of the XXV environment is
buried for the whole winter and is visible
only in the summer period. The XXV
room was embellished by a marble crustae
decoration composed of a base of 157
x 45 cm slabs in portasanta marble, on
which three frames are set: the first one,
moulded and projecting, in pavonazzetto;
a second one, smooth, in serpentine and
the last one, moulded, in ancient yellow.
To the south of the triclinium through
a small corridor (IV), with a sectile in
portasanta marble, palombino and
pavonazzetto, reached a small secluded

room (XVI) that restored large portions
of painted decoration collapsed over the

centuries above a beautiful floor consisting
of white marble modules (pario) and strips

of green porphyry.
TC - MLC

Room XXV, opus sectile , square module
with complex four-coloured motifs:
Opus sectile, square module with complex
motifs. The octagons, irregular,
are in pavonazzetto with central disk
in serpentine. On the oblique sides
of the tile there are quarter circles
in porphyry; on the larger sides there
is a semicircle in which two lance-shaped
leaves with converging vertices
are inserted, in serpentine and porphyry,
which generate an isosceles triangle
with two concave sides, in antique yellow
and pavonazzetto. At the corner junctions
of the octagons there are square elements
15 x 15 cm in pavonazzetto*).

Room XVIII, large module opus sectile
with Neronian four-colour scheme:
Large module Opus sectile,
square-reticular scheme with complex
elements. The marble used are antique
yellow, pavonazzetto, red porphyry
and green porphyry.
The cladding is preserved especially
close to a sort of raised platform near
the bottom side of the room*)
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L’Aniene e la valle degli imperatori
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The marbles

R ed Prophyry (L apis Porphyrites)
Very hard stone, purplish-red in
color, tapped by small white intrusions
(geologically a dacite/andesite). Coming
from the Upper Egyptian area, in
particular from the quarries located on the
Gebel Dokhan massif, the Mons Porphyrites
mentioned by Pliny the Elder (Nat. Hist.,
36,7), probably pertaining to the imperial
heritage in Roman times.
The rediscovery of these quarries by
the Romans seems to date back to 18
A.C., under the reign of Tiberius (14-37
A.D.) Cominio Leuga47). Consequently,
the introduction of this stone in Rome in
the architecture promoted by the imperial
house is from the first century A.C., when

red porphyry was used in the roofing of
the Bagni di Livia on the Palatine Hill
and in the Domus Transitoria (in the
phase preceding the Nero’s fire) also on
the Palatine Hill. As for the use of red
porphyry in the decoration of the Baths
of Livia, it is used in the protruding
trabeation of the nymphaeum, in the opus
sectile floor covering and in the wall base
of some rooms that open onto the court48);
while in the Domus Transitoria it is used
in the creation of an inlay floor found
under the Imperial Flavian triclinium49).
In the first century A.C. red porphyry
is also found in the floors of the ship of
Caligula of Nemi Lake and in the imperial
villa of Subiaco, used mainly for marble
crustae. Its use in the imperial residences
of the Julio-Claudian age reflects its early
use in private construction, such as the
triclinium of the House of the Ephebus
in Pompeii; the Domus Transitoria, on the
other hand, testifies its continued use in
the creation of slabs and columns, but in
the Flavian period the use of this marble
48) Pensabene 2013b, pp. 59-62.

47) Van Rengen 1995, pp. 23-24.
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49) Pensabene 2013b, p. 65

in sculpture was still scarce50).
It was in fact during the reigns of
Trajan (98-117 A.C.) and his successor
Hadrian (117-138 A.C.), during which
the greatest number of works, both
architectural and sculptural in red
porphyry, is documented. The marble
quarries also offer confirmation in this
sense; it is precisely in this period that
numerous columns were extracted, and
also vats, basins and statues sketched and
then finished in Alexandria. Among these
there are five statues of Dacians 2.20-2.40
meters high, which most likely originally
had to be placed in a Porticus Porphyretica
in the Forum of Trajan. The production
of Porphyritic works decreased in the 3rd
century A.C. and flourished again in the
Tetrarchic and Constantinian ages until
the 5th century A.C.
Most of the red porphyry works are
commissioned by the imperial house. This
is testified by the findings of portraits or
imperial statues such as the portrait found
at the back of the Curia in the Roman
50) Pensabene 2013b, p. 247.

The Marbles

Forum, including the body, and later
reused as a statue of Constantine51) and
the large statue of an emperor, perhaps
Hadrian, seated on a throne from the
Forum of Caesarea52), just to name a
few examples. Otherwise columns, or
statues, or decorations from buildings
commissioned by the emperors, such as the
already mentioned statues of the Dacians,
or the columns donated by Hadrian to the
city of Smyrna, or the large red porphyry
rails of the Pantheon and the Templum Pacis
worship hall, the latter put in place during
the restoration of the Severan period53),
the columns of the Temple of the Sun by
Aurelian and the Basilica of Maxentius.
Even the wealthy private individuals of
the time, following the imperial fashion,
wanted to have porphyry columns, as can
be seen from a passage from the Historia
Augusta54) on the wonder experienced by
Antoninus Pius (138-161 A.C.) at the sight
51)
52)
53)
54)
55)
56)

Pensabene 2013b, pp. 101 e 247
Pensabene 2013b, pp. 247-248
Pensabene 2013b, pp. 73-74 e 247.
Historia Augusta, Ant. Pius II, 8.
Pensabene 2013b, p. 247
Lucci 1964, p. 238.

of the columns made of this stone in the
house of Valerius Omullus, consul of 152
A.C., or from an inscription (CIL, VI 222)
on the reconstruction of an aedicule of the
Celio with porphyry shafts by a centurion
of the court V of the vigiles55).
The red porphyry becomes a symbol
of imperial power, and it is interesting to
realize how this connection came about.
It is, in fact, a marble used since the
Pharaonic age and later by the Ptolemies
in the royal palace of Alexandria, as
evidenced by Lucianus (X, 5), who cites
porphyry columns and sarcophagi in the
palace of Cleopatra56), but in addition
to mentioning the sources, also the
reproduction in painting of porphyry slabs
already in Hellenistic temple tombs and in

general in early style paintings confirms
the role of the Ptolemaic tradition in the
introduction of porphyry in Rome. It is
therefore not surprising that this stone
was adopted by the Roman ruling class
and later chosen as a representation of
imperial power.

Red Porphyry
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Numidicum M arble Or A ntique
Yellow (Numidicum M armor)

Marble characterized by a bright yellow
background, generally having variable
shades even within a single sample
(geologically a limonite-hematite microtic
limestone, frequently with a breached
texture)57).
This marble may have a uniform yellow
background, crossed by sporadic reddishorange veins a few millimetres wide and
irregularly distributed, or it may consist of
yellow spots of various shades, separated
by white-yellowish veins a few centimetres
wide and irregularly distributed on the
surface. The variability of yellow in this
marble is so wide that it includes all shades
of colour, from straw yellow to orange.
In general, the variety characterised by a
uniform background was considered to be
57) Pensabene 2013b, p. 406.
58) Pensabene 2013b, p. 29
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of greater value than the breached one.
Antique yellow is one of the most
famous and used marbles of antiquity
and beyond. It had been quarried for
essentially local uses since the Hellenistic
period, as indicated by the monument
celebrating the Numid king. Its quarries
were located in the marble district of
Simitthus (Chemtou) in Numidia (North
Africa); they were widely exploited by the
Romans from the imperial age. Ancient
yellow was used in Rome from the late
republican age, especially after 146 B.C.
the quarries of Simitthus became available
thanks on the one hand to the fall of
Carthage, and on the other to the alliance
of Rome with the king of Numidia58). This
marble was widely used for the creation

Numidicum Marble or Antique Yellow

of slabs and columns since the Augustan
Age, as for example in the house and in
the Forum of Augustus, in the scenes of
the theatres of Arles and Orange, with
peaks of use for the creation of columns
in the Domitian age, such as the great
pillars of the Templum Pacis, the shafts of
the Domus Flavia, and trajan-hadrian,
such as the great shafts of the Forum of
Trajan and inside the Pantheon. Outside
Rome the shafts of the columns in ancient
yellow are mostly present in monuments
of imperial commission, such as those
present at Villa Adriana in Tivoli, at the
villa of Anzio, in the theatres of Nocera,
Sessa Aurunca, Benevento and Teano, or
due to imperial gifts, such as the one made
by Emperor Hadrian to the city of Smyrna

The Marbles

for the construction of the gymnasium .
The intense use of this marble in public
and private architecture in Rome was
possible thanks to a highly developed
organization in the counting and
distribution of quarry products: In fact,
several procurators of the quarries became
well deserving in the city of Simitthus
for their patronage, such as Pientius,
imperial freedman, who had the temple of
Tanit-Caelestis enlarged, or Amyrus, who
promoted the restoration of the temple of
Baal-Saturno, or Tertullus, who dedicated
an altar to the divine Septimius Severus.
In the district of Simitthus there were
numerous quarries that seem to have
belonged to different workshops: in the
mining area of the so-called “yellow hill”
there are the workshops of Agentius and
the Mountain Genius; in the “hill of
the temple” that of Novatus, the royal
workshop and that of Agrippa; in the
“hill of the city” the workshop of Certus.
New quarries were opened under Marcus
Aurelius and took the name of lapicaedinae
59)

59) Pensabene 2013b, p. 407

Aurelianae, which is naturally an indication
of a great use of this marble. It has been
calculated that during the periods of
continuous activity, annual production of
around 3500 tonnes of drums and blocks,
accompanied by the production of at least
15 tonnes of building materials each day,
was achieved60). Ancient yellow is used
massively during the whole imperial age
as it is mentioned in the Edict of Prices
(301 A.C.), in which it is mentioned as
the most expensive marble, second only
to red porphyry. Ancient yellow marble
continued to be used during the Byzantine
era, as evidenced by its presence in Hagia
Sophia in Constantinople61).

60) ibid.
61) Pensabene 2013b, p.413

Phrygian M arble Or Pavonazzetto
(M armor Phrygium, M armor Docimium,
M armor Synnadicum)

Marble breached with a variable
appearance due to the more or less
marked breach. The white background
contains reddish, purple and violet clasts
inside, with different shapes and sizes.
The types in which the breach is more
evident are called pavonazzetto brecciato.
The name pavonazzetto, given to this
marble, derives from the predominance
of red-violet tones, pavonazzi precisely.
The other names refer to the place of
origin: Phrygium marmor from the region
of Phrygia, Docimium marmor from the
ancient village of Docimio, Synnadicum
marmor from the ancient city of Sinnada62).
The pavonazzetto quarries, situated
both in the village of Docimio-Iscehisar,
near the ancient Synnada (Suhut), in
62) Waelkens 1982, p.30
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Phrygia, and in the neighbouring district
of Aluntaş, situated immediately south of
Aizanoi at about 150 km north-west of
Docimio, were famous because they were
the most important place of exploitation
of the Anatolian peninsula, after those of
Proconneso63).
The first was mainly exploited in the
Imperial Age and the second in the
Byzantine Age64).
The existence in Phrygia of other
deposits of pavonazzetto exploited in
Roman times is documented and proved
by the findings of several semi-finished
objects and by quarry inscriptions
recovered in quarries located northwest of Docimio- Iscehisar, in the upper
valley of ancient Tembris (Aluntaş )65). In
the neighbourhood of these quarries are
preserved a number of semi-finished
63)
64)
65)
66)
67)
68)
363
69)
70)
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pavonazzetto column shafts, even of
considerable size, which confirm the
importance of this mining district66). In
these deposits are found more or less
the same varieties of marble extracted
in Docimio- Iscehisar. Since the dates
engraved in the inscriptions cover a time
span from 92 A.C. to 156 A.C.67), with a
prevalence in the Domitian-Trajan period,
it is more than likely that the quarries
of the Aluntaş valley partly belonged
to the imperial administration68). The
inscriptions on the blocks and shafts
of the quarries of Aluntaş date back to
156 A.C., therefore during the reign of
Antoninus Pius. The disappearance of
quarry inscriptions in the second half of

Pensabene 1993b, p.361
Ibid.
Waelkens, Lazzarini, Moschini, Xuseng, 1968, p.9
Bruno 2002b, p.183
Fant 1968, p.9 ; Pensabene 1993b, p.362
Waelkens 1985, pp 665-670; Pensabene 1993b, pp.362Waelkens 1985, pp 641-653
Waelkens 1985, pp 642-644; Fant 1968, pp 9-10

Phrygian Marble or Pavonazzetto

the II century A.C. seems to coincide with
the development of one or more local
ateliers, experts in votive and funerary
sculpture made of local marble, whose
activity seems to develop just between
the end of the Antonine age and the IV
century A.C69). It was thus hypothesized
that at the end of Antoninus Pius’ reign
the imperial exploitation of Phrygian
marble would be concentrated only in the
district of Docimio-Iscehisar, while that
of the Aluntaş valley would be connected
to private individuals from then on70). In
reality the data available on the quarries
of Aluntaş are still too few to affirm with
certainty such a difference in the ways of
quarrying. When it comes to elements
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destined for Rome, we are faced with the
need to create a storage facility to meet
public and private requests71).
The mined pavonazzetto was used
for the production of blocks in order to
obtain slabs of cladding, but also semifinished or completely finished products
and architectural elements such as column
shafts.
The pavonazzetto was one of the most
appreciated and widespread marbles in
ancient Rome and the empire. Its use is
documented from the late Republican age,
used in floor coverings; however, it is from
Augustus that the use of the pavonazzetto
in sculpture and monumental building was
definitively established. Its appreciation
also stems from the symbolic meanings
connected with its Phrygian origin, as
can be deduced from the insignia lost by
Crassus to Carre in 53 B.C. and returned
only in 20 B.C. by King Fraate IV to
Augustus, which was celebrated with the
71)
72)
73)
74)
75)

creation of twenty-two statues of standing
oriental barbarians, placed in the Basilica
Aemilia, carved using Phrygian marble: the
allusion to the successes, in this case in the
diplomatic field, obtained by Augustus in
the eastern frontiers, was clear to all. For
the same reasons three statues of oriental
prisoners kneeling, in a precious breached
pavonazzetto72), were used to support a
tripod that is believed to have been placed,
in Rome, in front of the temple of Apollo
Palatine, and in Athens, to symbolize the
triumph of the West over the East73). From
this moment on, the pavonazzetto will be
widely used for the creation of statues of
prisoners subjected by Rome, so much
so that it will become the symbol of its
power: the case of the barbarians in the
pavonazzetto of the Forum of Trajan and
those reused in the Arch of Constantine
well illustrates this tradition, which will
lead to the direct semi-finishing at the
quarries of this type of sculpture in order

to reduce the loads and quickly prepare
a large number of sculptures with this
subject74). The same reasons explain the
high number of evidence of semi-finished
shafts found in the quarries: in fact, the
great use of pavonazzetto columns is
motivated by the continuous demand in
the Augustan monumental building in
Rome, just think of its wide use in the
Forum of Augustus75). The great value
attributed to this marble can also be
seen from the price, equal to about 200
denari per cubic foot, attributed to it by
Diocletian’s Edict of Prices (301 A.C.).

Ward, Perkins 1986, p. 132; Pensabene 1994, pp 348-349
Two of them are preserved in Naples, the third, fragmentary, at the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen.
Schneider 2002, p.84; Pensabene 2013b, p.360
Ibid.

Ibid.
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Chio M arble Or Portasanta
(M armor Chium)
Breached marble (geologically a tectonic
breach with dolomitic composition)
containing fossil remains of coral,
ammonites and bivalves that are difficult
to recognize.
It is a marble characterized by an
extremely variable appearance. The most
common type has a pinkish-coloured
background containing yellow-orange,
brown, grey spots of variable shape
and size; they are separated by whitish
or red veins, a few centimetres wide,
with a sinuous and interlaced pattern.
The heterogeneity of the portasanta has
generated a great variety of appearance.
The vulgar name of portasanta, given to
Chio marble, derives from the fact that,
during the Renaissance period, the jambs
of the Holy Door from St. Peter’s Basilica
in Rome were made with this marble.
The portasanta, a marble that was
widespread in antiquity, was extracted
76) Pensabene 2013b, p.306
77) Ibid.
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from the Latomi quarries on the Greek
island of Chios. These quarries, used
for the needs of the island since the
5th century B.C., underwent a massive
extraction activity starting from the
Augustan Age, but already from the
end of the 2nd century B.C. are known
imports of this marble to Rome, where it
was used mainly as a coating76).
In the Augustan age, due to the great
use of the portasanta under the porticoes
of the terrace in front of the temple of
Apollo on the Palatine and the Forum
of Augustus, there was a reorganization
of the quarries of this lithotype; in fact,
in that period there were not only more
supplies, but also the sending of drums

Chio Marble or Portasanta

in portasanta to the theatres of Arles,
Orange, Cordoba and also the production
of huge blocks, like the one used for the
threshold of the temple of Concordia. Its
use reached its maximum development
from the beginning of the II century A.C.,
especially under the Emperor Trajan.
From the age of Augustus onwards its
use remained constant throughout the
imperial period77).
The known uses and reuses of the
portasanta are numerous: load-bearing
elements, such as columns, trapezoids
and bases, coverings, such as jambs, tiles,
wall slabs, thresholds and floor slabs,
ornamental elements, such as tubs and
steles and small statuary.
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Caristio M arble Or Euboico Or
Styrium Or Cipollino
(M armor Carystium, M armor Styrium)
Marble characterized by a background
colour varying from greyish-white to
light green, containing green veins,
sometimes with bluish shades, which may
be several millimetres wide (geologically
an impure chlorite marble). The veins can
be arranged in different ways: in waves
(wavy) or straight and parallel (listatura).
There are also lithotypes with a yellowish
or pinkish background, with green waves,
or a green background with white bands,
or a white background and black waves or
bands.
The term ‘cipollino’, attributed to
this marble, derives from its ‘onion-like’
appearance due to the schistosity of the
lithotype. The other names refer to the
places of origin: Euboic marble or Euboea
onion, from the region of the same name;
marmor Caristium, from the town of
Karystos; marmor Styrium, from the
78) About 140 have been identified
79) Pensabene 1994, p.54; Lazzarini 2007, p.189
80) Pensabene 2013b, p.298

town of Styra.
In addition to the green onion, which
is the most common, there are other
varieties such as the sea onion, which has
a white background containing bright
green veins, very thin and arranged in
cuspidated waves, reminiscent of the
ripples of the sea. Then there is the grey
onion, with a white background and very
wide grey-blackish waves.
This marble was extracted in the
southern part of the island of Evia
between the ports of the cities of Styra,
Marmarion and Karistios and includes the
highest number of open quarries78) for a
single variety of marble: in many of them
abandoned column shafts were found,

often due to faulty workmanship and
attempted recovery79).
Already used in ancient Greece, the
green cipollino was one of the first marbles
to be imported to Rome from the end of
the second century B.C.; in particular,
it is during the Sillan age that there is
an intense exploitation of its quarries.
Pliny the Elder, in his Naturalis Historia
(Nat. Hist., XXXVI, 48) tells that green
cipollino columns decorated the domus
of the knight Claudius Mamurra, who had
been Caesar’s engineer in Gaul. However,
it was the construction requirements
of the Augustan age that led to the
reorganization of the quarries in order
to enable them to meet the demands80).

Caristio Marble or Euboico or Styrium or Cipollino
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In this regard, think of the number of
cipollino shafts used in the colonnade and
central nave of the Basilica Aemilia 81) and in
the porticoes of the Forum of Augustus.
The cipollino marble was used mainly
for the construction of column shafts,
which were generally monolithic, with a
height of 11.8 meters and a diameter of
1.48 meters, as indicated by the columns
of the Forum of Trajan, the temple of
Venus and Rome and those still in use of
the temple of Antoninus and Faustina82).
The cipollino marble, together with
other marbles such as African, Portasanta,
ancient yellow and others, became the
obligatory marble for the construction
of column shafts in Italian theatres and
in the cities of Gaul and Hispania, which
imitated the scenes of Rome’s theatres and
was also used for wall and floor coverings.
The use of this marble in Rome and in the
other cities of the empire is enormous;
it continued to be used massively even
in the Severan period, as demonstrated
by the large cipollino marble columns of

the Severan Forum at Leptis Magna in
Tripolitana and those of the colonnaded
street at Tyre83). Mining activity was
intense even in the Byzantine era, to
which belong the columns with the palmshaped shaft found in Constantinople84).
Its extraction lasted until the Middle Ages.
The cipollino marble was intensely
reused, documented at least until the
17th century, mainly for the columns
and the covering slabs. The known uses
and reuses consist mainly of load-bearing
elements, such as columns and pillars,
coverings, such as wall and floor slabs,
ornamental elements, such as basins,
and more rarely for making sculptures,
in particular for draperies and busts or
depictions of animals to decorate gardens,
such as that of crocodile, which decorated
the water mirror of the Canopus of Villa
Adriana in Tivoli. The cipollino marble
was considered a stone of medium value,
its cost, in fact, in Diocletian’s Edict of
Prices (301 A.C.), was equal to 100 denari
per cubic foot.

81) Lipps 2011, p.38
82) Pensabene 2013b, p.298

83) Pensabene 2013b, p.298
84) Lazzarini 2007, p.115
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Scyreticum M arble Or Scyrum
Breccia Or Settebassi
(M armor Scyreticum)
Marble characterized by a background
of variable color ranging from purplish
red, brown, gray or black (geologically
a metaconglomerate of limestone/
metabre). It contains white, yellow-pink
or red clasts, which have an elongated
shape, sometimes their elongation is so
pronounced as to simulate veins. The
dimensions of the clasts are very variable,
from millimetric to decimetric.
The names of this marble refer to its
provenance; Scyreticum marble or Sciro
breech marble from the Greek island
of Syrus in the Sporades, where, in the
site of Kato Kampos near the church
of Aghios Panteleimon, in the small
island of Valaxa in front of the port of
Linaria and other smaller islands, it was
extracted85); Settebassi breccia, so called
by the stonemasons, for the great quantity
of fragments of this lithotype, found in
85) Bruno 2002, p.28; Lazzarini 2007, p.166-168
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the villa of Settimio Basso, on the via
Tuscolana in Rome, around Osteria del
Curato86).
The Scyrum Breccia has a great use
for cladding slabs everywhere87), is
widely used in various locations of the
Roman Empire for the shafts of columns,
probably because of its similarity with
the pavonazzetto, compared to which,
it appears as a “replacement marble”
because it is cheaper but with similar
chromatic effects88). Column shafts in
Scyrum Breccia are found in Italy in
the amphitheatre of Pozzuoli, abundant
in the theatre of Sessa Aurunca, in the
theatre of Taormina and in the villa of
Piazza Armerina in Sicily, in Asia Minor
in Ephesus along the colonnade street and
in the theatre, in Tasos and Side in the
theatre; still many in Tripolitania in the
theatres of Leptis Magna and Sabratha;
in Proconsular Africa and in Greece and
86)
87)
88)
89)
90)
91)

Ambrogi 2005, p.135
Lazzarini 2007, pp 163-166
Bruno 2002b, p. 282
Pensabene 2013b, p.303
Pensabene 2013b, p.303
Pensabene 2013b, p.304

its islands, with a concentration of use
especially in the middle and late imperial
age89). In Rome, on the other hand, there
is a scarce use of this marble, especially as
far as the imperial client was concerned,
in the construction of shafts of columns,
in that it is a less precious marble than the
imperial colored marble par excellence,
such as the pavonazzetto, the African,
the ancient yellow90). The Scyrum breccia,
introduced in Rome from the beginning
of the first century B.C., was used until
the late imperial age. Starting from the
Middle Ages, and especially during
the Renaissance and the Baroque, this
ornamental stone was widely reused for
the slabs and inlays of tables: in particular

the villa of Settimio Basso was largely
stripped of this marble, so as to become
one of the main places of supply. The
Scyrum Breccia was considered in ancient
times of low value, in fact it is mentioned
as one of the cheapest marbles in the
Edict of Diocletian’s Prices (301 A.D.)
and its cost was 40 denari per cube91).

Scyreticum Marble or Scyrum Breccia or Settebassi
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Green Porphyry From Greece
Or Serpentine M arble (L apis
L acedamonius Or K rokaetis L ithos)
Crystalline material consisting of a dark
green cryptocrystalline background mass
inside which are light green ielements,
from millimeters to centimeters, which
sometimes tend to associate in glomerules
of starry appearance (geologically a
diabasic andesite). Rare green veins are
present. The green porphyry of Greece,
also called serpentine, is, among the
ancient marbles, one of the most famous
and most used. Pliny the Elder in his
Naturalis Historia speaks of a material
unique in history and appearance.
Pausania calls it Taigeto marble (from
the name of the highest mountain in
the mining area). It is also known by the
Roman synonyms of Lacedaemonius
lapis, or Lacedamonium (marmor) viride
(Pliny Nat. Hist., 36,55), but also simply
Lacedamonium, as it is mentioned in
Diocletian’s edict, in which it is cited as
92) Shrubby or herbaceous perennial plant with yellow or
green flowers and aromatic leaves
93) Pensabene 2013b, p.295
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one of the most expensive marbles (about
250 denari). The Romans called it the
green of Sparta, the Byzantine Piganusio
marble, i.e. of a colour similar to rue92);
the name “serpentine” probably dates
back to the Medieval age due to both the
colouring and the texture of this marble
vaguely similar to the skin of snakes.
The serpentine was quarried near
Krokea, in the Peloponnese, and it was
found in nature in the form of more or
less large boulders scattered throughout
the plain below Mount Taigeto93).
In the Minoan-Mycenaean age (second
half of the second millennium BC) this
marble was widely used and not only
locally; this period was followed, however,

Green Porphyry from Greece or Serpentine Porfido

by a phase of decline during the Greek
age, and if there is no evidence of its use in
the classical age, although it was certainly
known, it returned to be used massively
after the conquest of Greece by Rome. Its
presence in Rome is documented as early
as the end of the second century BC, when
this marble was used, along with others, in
the cladding of the domus of Q. Cecilius
Metellus Macedonicus, who subjected the
Peloponnese definitively, and in those of a
domus of Ostia datable between the end of
the 2nd century B.C. and the first half of
the 1st century B.C., when, therefore, the
quarries were opened again; the greatest
diffusion, however, dates back to the
Augustan Age, when, according to Strabo
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(VIII, 7), its quarries were contracted out
to local private individuals94).
Starting from the Julio-Claudian age,
the serpentine was used in various imperial
contexts, among these are the coverings of
the first phase of the Domus Transitoria,
the floors of some rooms of the Bagni di
Livia and the floors of Nemi’s ships; it is
precisely in this period that its use as a
covering material seems to be associated
with that of Egyptian red porphyry95).
Serpentine marble is used mainly for
floor and wall coverings, and with this
function is widespread in Italy and in all
the Roman provinces, as is documented
in the villa in Piazza Armerina in Sicily,
in Diocletian’s palace in Split and in the
villa in Carranque near Toledo, until the
late Imperial and Byzantine period, when
it was used in Constantinople in the great
rails, slabs and columns.
It has been supposed the production of a
series of tiles and round tiles in serpentine
and not only, according to precise modules
produced either in Rome or Alexandria;
94) Pensabene 2013b, p.297
95) Pensabene 2013b, pp 61-62 and 297

In the foreground, a portasanta marble column. In the background, a serpentine column. at the back, a pavonazzetto marble
column.

more certain is the prefabrication of
sectilia inlaid work, with strong use of
serpentine, which were produced by
specialized workshops. Less frequent
is, instead, the use of serpentine for
columns, capitals, basins and sculptures,
those found are mostly related to imperial
commissioning, such as some fragments
of barbarians in serpentine found in Rome
and probably pertinent to the Forum of
Trajan. These sculptures are particularly
precious, since the serpentine was worked
by abrasion and not by chisel96). This
marble was often transported from the

Peloponnese to its destination still in the
form of boulders, as evidenced by two
specimens in the gardens of the Museum
of Aquileia, or sawn slabs, while the
presence of blocks would suggest waste
from the larger boulders as evidenced
by a small late deposit of Ostia97). In
addition to the main and most common
type of serpentine, there are other rarer
varieties, always from the same deposits
of the Peloponnese, called agate green
porphyry, green meadow serpentine ,
burnt serpentine, porphyry calves and
green breccia of Sparta.

96) Pensabene 2013b, p.297

97) Pensabene 2013a, p.55
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Tenario M arble Or A ntique R ed
(M armor Taenarium)
Marble characterized by a bright red
background, with tones ranging from
pink to purple, sometimes associated in
the same find (geologically an impure
marble to hematite). There are often
black or white veins a few millimetres
wide and with a parallel pattern, or
greyish-white spots from millimetres to
centimetres wide, or greyish-white streaks
a few centimetres wide and with a parallel
pattern.
The ancient red was quarried in the
peninsula of Mani and was called in
Roman times tenario from the ancient
name of Capo Tenaro where the quarries
were located. Initially it was mined mainly
in Profitis Elia (Peloponnese) near the
village Dimaristik and connected to
the ancient port of the Agios Kyprianos
quarries, but also in Paganea or further
north and in Lagia and KokkinoghiaMianes or further south and very close to
the edge of Cape Tenaro98).
98) Pensabene 2013b, p.292
99) Pensabene 2013b, p.294
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The use of this marble is attested since the
Middle Minoan and Mycenaean period
(present in the portal of the tomb of
Atreus in Mycenae); the use of this marble
in Rome and more generally in Italy began
in the late Republican period, at the end of
the second century BC. The use of antique
red increased strongly starting from the
Augustan age and it is mainly used in the
realization of small valuable sculptures,
such as the canefores of Augustus’ house
on the Palatine, in antique red and antique
black, and in frames and capitals of inlaid
pilaster strips, such as those of Agrippina’s
Villa in Rome.
In Rome the period of maximum diffusion
of ancient red was the Hadrian’s age, where

Tenario Marble or Antique Red

there was a wide use of it at Villa Adriana,
in particular for the realization of framing
and crowning of the sectilia wall works
and for architectural elements of little
thickness, such as pilasters and capitals
and in the temple of Venus and Rome,
also of the Hadrian’s age99). This marble
is often sculpted by enhancing the white
veins that frequently pass through it. Of
the ancient red are not known inscriptions
of quarry, this can be explained by the fact
that it was rarely used for the construction
of column shafts, which were generally
those which reported inscriptions of the
quarry as they were the most precious and
most expensive products.
RM

STUCCOES
Restoration And Recomposition Of The Stuccoes Of Traian’s Villa

T

he stucco wall decoration of the villa of Arcinazzo Romano
provides an important opportunity to increase knowledge of
this technique, for which there are not many direct testimonies,100)
even more rarefied in the case of stuccoes with traces of
gilding101). The Italian word “stucco” is not of Latin origin102):
a variety of words are used that seems to refer to specific
techniques and professional fields, opus tectorium, opus albarium
and opus gypsium, hence the specializations tectores, albarii, and
gypsarii. However, these terms are often used as synonyms, and

it is not clear whether their meaning is substantially comparable
or whether they actually maintain the distinction that seems to be
attributed to them by the Latin language. Stucco is a mixture of
lime, gypsum powder or marble, mixed with water and spread in
layers on the raw walls: opus tectorium (to be poured, to cover) is
the most used term in literature to indicate generically the layer
of plaster with which the tectorii lined the raw wall103); however,
in introducing the argument about wall coverings, Vitruvius, the
main source of information, uses another term, “opus albarium”104).

100) As far as Rome is concerned, findings of stucco decorations are present in some of the imperial columbariums on the Via Appia (Kammerer Grothaus 1979, 319), in the vault
of the Palatine cryptoportico (Romanelli 1973, pp. 209-211); there are few traces on some of the columns of the Temple of the Magna Mater, also on the Palatine, in the bases and
column shafts of Temple B in the Republican area of Largo Argentina, in the area of the meeting at the Roman forum, in the underground Basilica of Porta Maggiore, in the villa of
the Farnesina and, finally, in the Villa of Livia (Bragantini, De Vos 1982, 61 ff.); outside the city, important findings come from the main baths of Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli. There are
several examples coming from Pompeii both from public places (e.g.: small temple of Isis near the triangular forum, baths of the forum and suburban baths) and in some domus, such
as the so-called Casa de Bronzi (VII 4, 59). Findings also from Portici and Castellammare di Stabia (Pannuti 1979).
101) Traces of gilding are witnessed in the House of the Faun in Pompeii, in relation to the decoration of the lacunars “the interior of the lacunars was gilded, and contained the
istucco corset of some protective gods”. PAH II 1872, p. 241
102) It has a probable Longobard origin Bettini 2001, p. 75
103) In the Latin language, where man’s work “determined” the matter, the name of the craft originated from the verb that designated its action: tectorium, for example, derives from
the verb tegere, cover, and tector is the one who performs its action. In the case where, on the contrary, it was the nature of the material that influenced man’s work, which in a certain
sense was limited to being “modeller”, as in the case of marble, the name of the craft originated from the name of the material itself. Ibid.
104) Vitr. 7.7.2
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The Latin author seems to suggest a sort
of distinction, not entirely clear, which he
probably used to differentiate the mere
cladding of the walls from overhanging
or relief stucco works, which needed
different arrangements than the more
common cladding105). Gypsium, the last
term that emerges from the sources,
was instead a sort of variant of the opus
albarium in which lime was replaced with
plaster106). Not much is known about these
specialized labourers; from the analysis
of the literary and above all epigraphic
testimonies107) it is possible to evoke a
reliable, albeit partial, cross-section of
the social condition of the plasterer:
they were mostly slaves and freedmen The stucco wall recomposed and set up at the Museum of the Trajan Villa, in the seat of Via S. Nicola.
connected to the emperor108) or to rich
Roman families, with whom they worked and from whom, at the of craftsmanship on the borderline with other forms of artistic
end of their services, they were often freed. If, as it seems, the expression,109) history is undoubtedly indebted to these skilled
quality level of some of these stucco decorations places this type hands and to this craft to which, in truth, seemed to have no
105) The decorative function of opus albarium seems to be indirectly suggested also elsewhere (Vitr., 5.2.2; 5.10.3; 6.3.9; 6.7.3;). See Blanc 1983, p. 866 footnotes 32 and 867
106) Gypsum CaSO4 instead of lime, in the form of CaO oxide or Ca(OH)2 hydroxide. See Plin, 36.183.3-4
107) For the collection of literary and juridical testimonies relating to the above mentioned figures, please refer to Blanc 1983, 904. The albarii appear in the artifices artium exempted from municipal munera by Constantine, in 337 (Cod. Iust., x, 66, 1).
108) As can be seen, for example, from the reading of the Fasti Ministrorum Domus Augustae, where, among the workers at the imperial villa of Anzio, pictores and tectores are
mentioned, in a sort of team of specialists who were entrusted with the maintenance of the complex wall decorations. CIL, X, 6638 = I, XV.
109) Although there was no clear distinction between art and craftsmanship among the Romans, and in the Roman context, unlike what happened in classical Greece, this type of
craft was never a source of glory and wealth
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social importance in Roman society. What
is certain is that we owe the marvellous
stuccoes of Trajan’s villa undoubtedly
to an excellent craftsman, chosen among
the most talented of the time, who was
entrusted with the task of decorating one
of the most extraordinary residences of
the time.
The work to recover this fortunate
archaeological discovery is only just
beginning but the first results, however
limited, have been extraordinary and the
future prospects equally stimulating.

(fragments without attacks but pertinent
to the same decorative systems, fragments
with attacks), grouped in such a way that
they can be isolated from the repertoire
of materials not able to provide such
indications.
• Analysis of excavation information.
• Evaluation of the state of conservation,
in order to plan conservative actions
preparatory to the recomposition phase.
• Preliminary cleaning interventions, with
removal of excavation residues.
• Interventions to make every single
Detail of a fragment of wall decoration in stucco
fragment safe.
representing a fierce beast.
The repertoire of materials subjected to
Once this phase had been completed, we
the first restoration work has been identified using the following moved on to the recomposition phase, during which we looked
protocol of action:
for the original adhesion between the fragments, isolated in
• quantification and qualification of the content of each more or less numerous nuclei, according to the above mentioned
container inventoried from the archaeological excavation of diagnostic parameters (pict. 2); the previous interventions to
the environment XVIII (quantity of fragments, size and state restore cohesion and adhesion of the constituent layers allowed
of conservation).
the comparison and physical proof of the attacks of the original
• Identification of intrinsic and extrinsic parameters obtainable surfaces. In this phase, the main difficulties were represented
from autopsy investigation applicable to each single by the frequent differences in the thickness of the individual
fragment: presence of possible traces of relief decoration, fragments, the presence of deformations on conglomerate
first iconographic classification (presence of iconic, aniconic surfaces, the alteration of the original planes and, above all, the
elements, etc.), identification of coherences or patterns chromatic uniformity of the artefacts. Therefore, the physical
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A stucco fragment representing a bearded male figure (a deity?)

assembly of the fragments into increasingly consistent portions
of decoration has been moved to physical assembly.
The recomposed panels are made up of several fragments
suitably reinforced on the back through a rigid, thin and reversible
support, able to ensure easier and safer handling. The choice to
divide the nuclei of fragments into “islands” of limited size and
not to recompose the pieces on a single support even where
considerable extensions were reached, stems from the need to
easily allow any future integrations potentially identifiable among
the fragments still in storage. The results of the recompositions
at present are not, in fact, to be considered definitive; they
58

are proposed as a first phase that, with good probability, can
be expanded and improved. Regarding the materials and the
execution technique, the information has been provided by an
autopsy and a comparison between the stucco wall decoration
and the painted wall decoration from other rooms in the villa,
in some cases already undergoing restoration. From an initial
examination, it would seem that the stuccoes in Room XVIII
show materials, composition, granulometric selection of
aggregates and stratigraphic thickness that can be substantially
compared to those of the portions of painted plaster from Room
XVI. A physical similarity valid at least for the first three layers
of plaster that make up the stucco fragments: the last two layers,
on the other hand, are exclusively related to the stucco execution
technique, in which the presence of marble dust is found, again
from a visual examination. The total thickness of the plaster is
about 25 mm (as for the plasters in room XVI) but can reach a
double thickness in the presence of the projecting parts, and has
the following stratigraphic sequence:
Stratus 1: (also found in decorated plasters) brown-grey plaster
based on carbonated aerial lime added with fragments of effusive
volcanic rocks (with good probability pozzolana) of regular
grain size due to the sieving of the aggregates. The autopsy of
the layer and the comparison with similar fragments reveal the
negative imprints of a pickaxing, probably carried out directly
on the rough wall surface or on a pre-existing plaster. The action
of picking the wall face was already a common intervention in
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Stucco fragment with gold lamination residues in evidence

ancient times; its function was to favour mechanical anchoring
and, in the case of pre-existing dry plaster, adhesion between
the old and new layers. Moreover, the use of pozzolana as an
aggregate provided the mixture with the necessary hydraulics to
make it easier to grip even with little air, or on damp walls, and in
the case of very thick plaster, when the mortar was covered with
successive layers.

Stratus 2: light background plaster composed of lime carbonated
area and added with fragments of fossiliferous carbonatic rocks
with a maximum grain size of about 7mm. The use of a local
type of limestone can be supposed.
Stratus 3: plaster based on carbonated area lime and fossiliferous
carbonate aggregates of the order of 1mm in size, similar in
composition to the previous layer. Lime has a weak hydraulicity,
associated with the random presence of clay impurities inside the
limestone used for the production of lime.
Stratus 4: perfectly smooth110) finishing layer, sometimes smoothed
like a marble surface, the thickness is about one millimetre, the
presence of marble dust is not excluded.
Stratus 5: the last layer present, identified to a limited extent even
if spread in several parts on the finishing layer, is represented
by the gilding, presumably in leaf (Pict. 03). Residues of gilding
have been identified both in relation to the architecture (columns,
capitals, decorative elements) and in relation to the figurative
apparatus, in draperies and hair with the function of highlighting.
The continuation of the work, with the composition of a larger
casuistry, may perhaps add some elements of greater detail with
regard to the criterion of its use.

110) Layers visually identified; an analysis of the chemical and physical composition has not yet been carried out which could add more information
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COMPOSITIONAL ANALYSIS USING
EDS AND WDS OF GILDING TRACES

5 cm

In order to identify the chemical
and mineralogical composition of
this coating, in collaboration with the
Physics Department “E.R. Caianiello”
of the University of Salerno,111) some
compositional
and
morphological
measurements were carried out by
scanning electron microscope with
EDS (Energy Dispersive Spectrometry)
and WDS (Wavelenght Dispersive
Spectroscopy) on small gold residues
recovered from the surface of a stucco
fragment.

The morphology and composition
of the samples were analyzed with a
scanning electron microscope (SEM),
model LEO EVO 50, equipped with an

energy dispersive spectrometer (EDS),
model Oxford INCA Energy 300.
The SEM uses as a means of investigation
a beam of electrons, which, opportunely

111) We would like to thank Antonio Vecchione, Researcher at the SPIN Institute of CNR, Salerno, and Prof. Sandro Pace ,Full Professor of the Physics Department “E.R. Caianiello, University of Salerno at Fisciano.
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Compositional Analysis

focused by a series of lenses, bombard the
sample to be analyzed. The electron beam
that arrives on the sample has a diameter
of tens of nanometers (nm), in this
condition a resolution of the order of 3.5
nm is obtained. This resolution has been
achieved by using a beam current of 100
pA and an acceleration voltage of 20 kV.
The sample bombarded by the electronic
beam under the above conditions emits
X-rays with energy characteristic of its
elements. Thanks to this technique it
is possible to obtain both a qualitative
and quantitative analysis of the chemical
composition of the material. The X-rays
produced by the sample following the
interaction with the electrons of the
beam are collected and processed by a
semiconductor detector, consisting of
lithium-doped silicon. This is an extremely
sensitive analysis, as the detectors used have
a very high efficiency; moreover, the use
of very low beam currents avoids damage
to the sample and the impoverishment
or complete evaporation of the lighter
elements (Na, K, etc.).

High-resolution morphological analysis
and compositional analysis using the
EDS technique were performed on three
small gold samples, parts of the same

relic (Pict. 04).
Pict. 05 shows the high-resolution SEM
image of a gold fragment (called sample
A); as evident, the morphology of the
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surface is not homogeneous: there are, in
fact, areas of different nature identifiable
by darker patches (similar to black holes in
the main matrix) and lighter shades. The
compositional analysis performed by the
EDS probe shows that the main matrix
(spectra 2, 4 and 5) is composed almost
exclusively of gold (Au) (98.4% by weight
of the total), alloy with small amounts of
copper (Cu) (1.1% by weight of the total)
and aluminum (Al) (0.5% by weight of
the total) Pict. 05b. In order to identify
the composition of the other elements,
EDS analyses were carried out on one
of the darker areas arranged in the main
matrix of sample A. The compositional
analysis (Pict. 06 Spectrum 1), carried out
on the darker area revealed the presence,
in addition to gold (Au), of silicon (Si),
calcium (Ca), oxygen (O) and carbon (C),
probably relevant to the materials of the
layer underlying gold. The compositional
analysis on a second gold fragment
(sample B), coming from the same stucco
fragment, shows a substantial homogeneity
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with the previous find (Pict. 07 and 07b),
while a third one (sample C) was compared
with the areas of slight white tinge of
the main matrix, which were confirmed
to be aggregates with a higher calcium
concentration (Pict. 08), also in this case
similar to the underlying layer.
At the end of the analysis on the
metal sample present on the surface of
the plaster it is possible to state that the
average composition that is determined

from all the data is: gold (98.1±0.8)%
by weight, copper (1.2±0.4)% by weight
and aluminium (0.7±0.4)% by weight.
The WDS probe analysis also shows the
presence of gold, copper and aluminium112)
in the metal alloy (Pict. 09).
The homogeneity of the samples is
112) And very small calcium spikes due to the support
material of the gold fragments. In the compositional
analysis, the lighter elements, Oxygen, Carbon and
Nitrogen, were subtracted as external elements due to
subsequent contamination.

Compositional Analysis

various kinds depending on the type of
quarry and the nature of the basin, mainly
composed of gold, silver (the highest
concentration ever recorded is 38% of the
total weight)114) and small amounts of other
minerals, mainly copper115). The use of
refined gold of the highest purity, 970‰
and 990‰, in the gilding of the stuccoes
testifies the absolute refinement not only
aesthetically but also qualitatively adopted
in the realization of the decorative system
of Trajan’s villa, whose study, far from
being exhausted today, certainly still
reserves many exciting discoveries.
MLC - TC - ST - VG

also proven by compositional maps (Pict.
10), which show a uniform distribution
of metals. As it is known since ancient
113) Pl., NH, 33,80

times113), in fact, all the auriferous minerals
without subsequent refining processes,
are substantially composed of an alloy of

114) Healy 1978 (1993), p 117 footnote 34. 35% for the
dacian gold . See: Oberländer-Târnoveanu 2010, 66
115) For methods of gold refining in Greek and Roman
times, Healy 1978 (1993), pp. 191-194
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The reconstruction of a portion of a stucco wall in the XVIII room

I

n the excavation (year 2002) of room
XVIII on the right of the triclinium,
the gilded stucco decoration, currently
under restoration, was found collapsing.
It was supposed to repeat itself identically
in the mirrored room on the left (X). The
stucco covered the medium-high area of
the walls, up to the shutter of the barrel
vault, above a marble covering maybe
including pictorial paintings (fragments
with plant motifs come from room X).
The succession of the various decorative
registers has not yet been fully clarified, as
there is the possibility that the stuccoes
might also cover a wooden ceiling and the
two semicircular niches facing each other
on the walls.
Panel no. 1, with the largest number of
assembled fragments, has two superimposed
architectural facades, separated by a lintel
with straight brackets with winged sphinxes
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10 cm

Panel 1 - The repertoire of the materials in question is
exhibited at the Museum of the Trajan Villa in Arcinazzo
Romano in the seat of Via S. Nicola.

seen from the front. In addition to slender
projecting columns with Corinthian
capitals (one wrapped in branches), the
back wall is represented, marked by simple
squares. In the middle of the lower facade
is a rectangular egg-shaped frame, which
enclosed a scene with several characters:
all that remains is the bust of a bearded
virile figure, with pileus and himation falling
on his shoulder, which the solemn pose
(his left arm raised to hold a sceptre)
qualifies as a deity. Above the architrave
is a large metope decorated with flowery
spirals. In the fragments of a similar
metope there is a lively centauromachia
which, together with the decoration of
the lintel below with corbels supported
by eagles, is an example of the continuous
variatio introduced by the decorators
within the general compositional scheme.
In the centre of the upper facade there

The Reconstruction

from the left shoulder and the claw in the right hand. Festoons
hang from above.
The panels n. 2-3 keep part of the lower and upper registers
already present in n. 1, but with a greater and different articulation.
No. 2 shows, in fact, how the square figure between the columns
was not replicated, since in its place there is a pavilion made up
of two columns, a vegetal element in the centre and hanging
festoons, which frame a draped and diademed mule figure, with
scepter and patera (Juno?). In n. 3 alae and aedicula are repeated,
which however has the shape of a semicircular exedra including

10 cm
10 cm

Panel 2 - Female figure with scepter and patera framed between columns
Panel 3 - Semicircular exedra aedicule with pedestal for statue..

is a perspective view: between two protruding alae formed by
architraved columns on high bases, there is a curved aedicule
with vegetalised supports and columns, which contains a statue
on a pedestal, certainly Hercules, as revealed by the lionet falling
65

10 cm

10 cm

Panel 5 - In the foreground
an acroterial sphinx which
retains gold-plating traces

10 cm

Panel 4 - Architecture
crowning of the upper
register of the represented
buildings

the pedestal for the statue.
Panels n. 4-5 reproduce only part of the exuberant
crowning of the architectures of the upper register (an
acroterial crouching sphinx appears in n. 5), which are
once again a sign of the extraordinary variety of details.
Panel no. 6 develops a rectangular box placed horizontally, which
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Panel 6 - Manly figure within a rectangular frame (deity?)

was probably placed in the lower register together with the
vertical ones; only a naked virile figure walking to the right is
left, part of a scene whose footprints can be seen. Of both the
isolated figures and scenes are left numerous fragments that seem
to identify the former as divinities (Hercules, Apollo, perhaps
Dionysus, Juno, Demeter, Venus) and the latter as mythological
scenes including real animals (goats, felines, horses) and fantastic
monsters (griffins) of different sizes (panel 7).
The fragments of panel n. 8 that make up a series of arches
separated by pillars in the shape of caryatids should probably be
placed in a summit band. Indefinite is instead the location (walls,

The Reconstruction

ceiling?) of an elegant geometric-floral ornament (panel n. 9),
divided into various bands: alternating rounds and squares with
a Ionic kymation frame and central rosette, braid or meander,
frieze with isolated figures (perhaps once again gods or heroes
of the myth). The stuccoes show an excellent technical finesse.
The very thin film of plaster above the preparatory layer has the
smoothness and appearance of marble. The traces of the use
of moulds are totally erased by the manual intervention of the
plasterers, which can be seen in the retouching of the batten (e.g.
in the heads and foliage) and brush and in the modelling of the

10 cm

Panel 8 - Arches separated by pillars in the shape of caryatids
Panel 7 - Fragments of decorated stucco that show the extraordinary variety of themes and
iconographies treated in the stuccoes of this environment: beasts, horses, rams, gods and
male and female figures, centauromachia scenes.

10 cm

bodies done with the fingers. The search for sculptural effects
through the “contour grooves” and the high relief overhang that
give plastic and dynamic prominence to the figures, for which
there is also a clear reference to classical models.
The stucco was an expensive decoration, expression of the
luxus, which we find in public buildings, villas and aristocratic
palaces, monumental tombs. In the examples of higher commissions
it is fused with painting or is gilded. In Arcinazzo there is only
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sumptuousness of the crowning, total
gold that takes on a very special relief: the
gilding, even if the traces are abundant,
loss of consistency of the structural
was not extended to the entire surface,
elements. In the stucco decorations these
but only interested some parts of the
features can be found in two remarkable
10 cm
figures, floral motifs and frames. It was
complexes from the Vespasian period, the
not found elsewhere, however, the use of
Suburban Baths of Herculaneum and the
real gold filaments that were inserted in
Stabian Baths of Pompeii (Mielsch 1975,
the holes of the hair of heads in strong
pp. 141-146). A figure from the Flavian
relief, arranged on a frame. In the villa the
age is also the pursuit of chiaroscuro and
gilding is also attested on bronze leaves
colouristic effects, to which the studied
that were applied, as can be seen in many
lighting of the environment contributed.
paintings depicting marble architecture, to
The stuccoes, therefore, as well as the
slabs of cladding. Those of the fountains Panel 9 - Floral geometrical decoration
floors and the architectural decoration,
in the garden must have had appliques in
confirm that to realize the villa were hired workers already active
the shape of fish. The gilding, according to the testimony of Pliny
in the pre-Trajan period, whose recognition could be identified
(Nat. hist., 35.1.2), supplanted the painting and in the Authors
in some miniature details of the ornate frames and architraves,
the reference to it (we mention above all ceilings and lacunars)
made by hand on the parts applied with the mould.
is worth to underline the magnificence of the houses (“cuncta
Unfortunately, it is impossible, at the present stage of
auro lita” was the Domus Aurea according to Suetonius: Nero, 31).
restoration,
to establish whether the figures of divinities and
Such a massive recourse to gilding in stuccoes, which in the 1stscenes
constituted
a precise iconographic programme linked to
2nd century is also widely attested to decorate marble slabs and
the
person
of
the
emperor
and his deeds, as it seems to be possible
embellish sculptures, constitutes a link with the III pictorial style,
to
obtain
for
the
paintings
of the cubiculum and the portico, or
in which yellow and gold predominate. In fact, the workshop
whether
they
were
rather
an
expression of the versatility of the
in Arcinazzo clearly refers to the “fantastic” architecture of the
decorators
who,
although
using
pre-constituted material from the
painting of the Flavian period, whose main features are: division
moulds,
were
able
to
create
products
that were never the same.
of the wall into overlapping registers and staggered planes,
ZM
central pavilion with aedicule between protruding foreparts,
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THE FRESCOES
The Frescoed Walls of the XVI Room

A

lthough painting is one of the main and primitive artistic
manifestations of man and has always accompanied his life,
there are not many testimonies that we can admire, especially
when compared to the chronological span they cover. The reason
for this can be traced back to the scarce conservation capacity of
pictorial supports and pigments. Of course, there are different
types of painting and techniques: depending on the materials to
which the iconographic/iconological message was given, there is
a greater or lesser chance that this could reach us.
Wood, fabrics, leather and other biological materials undergo
natural disintegrative processes and inevitably end up getting lost
along with the message.
On the contrary, vascular painting (the one reserved for
the production of vases), on the contrary, benefiting from a
particular chemical-physical process for which the material that
is generated, ceramics, becomes in fact “eternal”, knows a wide
diffusion to which corresponds a large number of testimonies.
As for wall painting, painted on a layer of plaster on the wall,

Pictorial fresco fragment from the south wall of the cubiculum annexed to the triclinium
of the villa (room XVI). In the centre a male figure with a tunic striped in blue and the field
surrounded by a plant crown.

we do not have many testimonies: some techniques and themes
belonging to the Greek period, have been revealed only thanks to
written sources, which, among other things, do not fail to consider
painting as one of the most appreciated artistic manifestations,
like sculpture. We are handed down names and characters that
can be compared to real celebrities, of whose works nothing or
almost nothing remains.
In the Etruscan context, the testimonies are equally rare and
exceptional, consisting mainly of the decorations on the walls
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of the underground chamber tombs reserved for the wealthiest
citizens.
In Roman times, periods for which nothing or almost nothing
remains (for example, the triumphant painting that from the 3rd
century B.C. became an instrument of propaganda for military
victories) alternate with periods that clearly suggest the skill and
refinement achieved by the craftsmen116).
Suspended between destruction and memory is the story of
the eccentric and fantastic decorative style of Fabulus, one of the
few painters whose name is known to us, who was commissioned
by Nero to create the wall paintings of his Domus Aurea,
rediscovered in the 16th century and described as “grotesque”
because of the appearance that these places had taken on for
centuries underground.
The history of Roman painting is, therefore, mainly the
history of extraordinary discoveries. The frescoes of the Villa di
Traiano are thus characterised for various reasons. They cover a
chronological period (beginning of the 2nd century A.C.) which,
from the documentary point of view, is not very well represented;
the organic testimonies that have come down to us are generally
limited to the Augustan, Neronian and Hadrian’s times. The
study underway, therefore, will lead to the completion of the
set of available knowledge with clarity of detail. The imperial

patronage, secondly, suggests the commitment of high level
workers and raw materials, as demonstrated by the constant and
generous use of the rare and expensive cinnabar in the chromatic
composition of the red background.
TC - MLC

The pictorial fresco fragment

The pictorial fresco fragment,117) recomposed from various
fragments, comes from the south wall of the cubiculum annexed
to the triclinium of the villa. It is part of a larger decoration
(2.30 x 1.90 m), still under restoration, which was repeated almost
identically, above a marble plinth, on the two long walls, found
collapsed on the opus sectile floor (excavation in 2000). It is relative
to the left extremity of a red band with the detailed representation
of a portico seen from a perspective and illuminated by the sun.
The fluted columns, in antique yellow and pavonazzetto, with
Ionic capital, are connected to the back pilasters by white marble
architraves and balustrades in cipollino and pavonazzetto, two
of which are flanked by stairs. In the centre of the portico there
is a semicircular exedra, where a janitor dressed in an exomide
tunic striped in blue stands out, with his head surrounded by a
vegetable crown, in the act of opening an incense box placed on
a circular marble altar. On the left is a golden candelabrum. In the

116) The archaeological sites of Pompeii and Herculaneum, the main pictorial heritage at our disposal, belong to this category. In addition to this, there are extraordinary finds, such
as a large portion of a wall fresco dating back to the 1st century B.C., which represents the celebration of a wedding, found in 1605 near the Arch of Gallieno at Esquilino and now
on display in the Vatican Museums under the name of “Aldobrandini Wedding”; or the extraordinary testimony of the Villa of Livia at Prima Porta (1st century A.C.), with its garden
frescoes suspended between naturalism and illusion
117) Fiore 2011, pp. 63-73; Mari 2014, pp. 120-122; Mari 2015, pp. 289-290

70

The Frescoes

Detail of the red background band of the south wall of the Cubiculum of the villa (room XVI).

Group of characters between buildings. detail of the depiction of the frescoes on the south
wall of the Cubiculum of the villa.

band of the opposite north wall the exedra, between two lighted
chandeliers and two stairs, is occupied by a precious circular
tripod table, which also supports a box.
The representation is notable not only for the minute details and
the finesse of the execution, which often makes use of nuances and
highlights, but also for the ‘consistency’ of the architectural views,
which, even in the motif of the columns spaced out and detached

from the background, refer to the solid illusionistic perspectives of
the II Style; however, some peculiarities, such as the length of the
portico and the presence of balustrades and staircases, do not find
an adequate counterpart in the ‘architectural’ style, which could
suggest a free inspiration, on the part of the painters, to the real
environments of the villa.
Above the red bands is represented a large group of characters
in front of a majestic building narrow between wings of porticoes.
On the south wall there are more clearly distinguishable figures
with a vegetal crown wearing a red paludamentum and a blue cloak,
lined up in double row behind a figure, cloaked in white and
with an ivy crown, which seems to hold a patera. On the north
wall the building, which is more preserved, resembles a temple,
distinguished by marble pillars with figured panels; at the ends of
the fronton two diademate Victories hold festoons fastened to the
trophy of arms hoisted on the fastigium. Between the buildings and
the porticoes, blue and red curtains, supported by metal supports
ending with golden globes. Both representations are bordered by
an arched festoon interwoven with ears of wheat, flowers and
leaves, which followed the curvature of the cross vault.
The scenes were interpreted as ceremonies or sacrifices in the
presence of the emperor as pontifex maximus and high officers,
which the curtains similar to the camp pavilions suggest set in
a military context. They could, therefore, refer to the deeds of
Trajan, which the oval shields, similar to those in the painting
of the garden portico, suggest a connection to the Dacian wars.
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The vault painting of the XVI room

The restoration in progress of the pictorial fragments collapsed
on the marble floor of the cubiculum (3.65 x 4.20 m) involved not
only the decoration of the two long walls and the short side of
the entrance, but also that of the cross vault, which must have
had a wooden frame and square brick texture. To the cross vault
belongs a Nilotic scene that occupied the top of one of the sails.
On a papyrus boat (canna), surmounted by a tent from which
slender festoons are hung, three lively characters, all crowned with
pampini, are half-lined, all reminiscent of the Dionysian sphere:
a central one, dressed, lying on one side, with his legs wrapped
in a red cloak and his right arm slightly raised; at the sides, a
young naked sileno, presented in profile, playing the double
tibia, and an old naked satyr, bearded, seen three-quarters, with
his right arm raised and an amphora beside him. Most probably,
given the presence of the amphora for the wine and the musical
accompaniment, these are symposiasts. All around, but especially
under the boat, there is a blue-green aquatic landscape, fervent
with life, typical of the Nile delta, populated, among the marshy
vegetation, with exotic animals, among which you can recognize a
crocodile and an ibis. Along the curvature and the ribs of the sail
there is a garish festoon of flowers and ears of corn.
It is not excluded that similar scenes were also repeated in
the other three sails of the cruise, according to an iteration
found in mosaics and bas-reliefs where four boats occupied by

118) Versluys 2002, pp. 59-60, 78-83, 125-126
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Fragments of painted plaster concerning the vault of the room XVI

symposiasts, musicians and lovers appear118). It can be observed,
however, that in the panorama of the Aegyptiaca Romana,
known mainly from the testimonies of the Vesuvian and Latium
area that intensified in the 2nd century, Arcinazzo’s painting, even
if characterized by recurring elements (such as the crocodile),
does not find precise comparisons, especially for its Dionysian
connotation. The choice of subject, which seems to contrast with
the demanding scenes painted on the walls, could be explained
not only by the egyptian fashion favoured in the imperial age by
the spread of the isiac cult, but also by the destination of the
XVI room (cubiculum or emperor’s retreat) and the proximity of
the triclinium.
ZM
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The Aniene Valley, framed by the Ruffi Mountains, the Simbruini
and the Lucretili-Sabini, represents one of the most fascinating places
in Lazio, an area where a wild and mountainous landscape alternates
with wide valleys and plateaus.
Here the waters of the river of the same name, which penetrate into
this territory for over 50 kilometres, played a crucial role, shaping the
landscape but also its history, when, starting from the end of the 4th
century B.C., this river became vital for the water supply of Rome.
Perched in small medieval town centers of great beauty (1200
inhabitants of average), and surrounded by a still flourishing and intact
nature, the history of these places runs along a line of continuity that
unites the Equi and Romans, nobles and abbots, lords and laborers.
They were protagonists of the peasant, artisan and working-class
culture, still today custodians of ancient monuments, villas of great
emperors, hermitages and monasteries, masses and oil mills; of baronial
palaces and humble artisan workshops, of cellars carved into the rock,

among the streets of the town inebriated by perfumes on holidays.
The Territorial Museum System Medaniene is a reality composed
of Town Museums, each of which declines the territory through its
own vocation, anthropological, archaeological, musical, historical and
artistic, contributing to compose a mosaic of great charm and beauty.
The System was born with the task of strengthening and transmitting
in a common way the image of a territorial identity with its many
facets, to improve the quality of the tourist services and to deepen
the knowledge of the territory, its formation and transformation
processes, enhancing in a coordinated way the points of interest that
the territory preserves.
The Museums of Medaniene will be pleased to welcome you and
offer you the narration of this territory, aware custodian of a unique
history.
Ours.
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