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ABSTRACT 

This paper will argue how the Julio-Claudians, then later the Flavian and early 2nd-

century emperors, used the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti as sites for cultivating greater statues 

for themselves in several ways. These emperors had to navigate a unique challenge in terms of 

their leadership status. Emperors could not be kings nor gods outright, and they had to maintain 

the pre-established “traditions of the ancestors,” which affected nearly every aspect of Roman 

everyday life and could not be openly changed. This meant that the first emperors, the Julio-

Claudians, were on unsteady terrain in terms of how to establish and exercise their authority over 

the Roman people in life, and how they could ensure they would be well-remembered after 

death. While Emperor Augustus, the first Julio-Claudian emperor, established the tradition of 

using built monuments and topographical associations to achieve these goals, overtime, as the 

position of the emperor became more firmly established, subsequent Julio-Claudian emperors 

needed to come up with new, but equally subtle, strategies in order to assert their status, 

authority, and legacy. In addition to their locations near important sites, the Julio-Claudians, and 

then later emperors, had more freedom and ability within these imperial horti, that they owned, 

to more easily invoke numerous Republican-era traditions that subtly allowed them associations 

with figures or beings of great power. This paper will demonstrate, through various mediums of 

evidence, how these imperial horti were convergences of pleasure gardens and sacred groves in 

that they drew upon copious traditions associated with these spaces, as well as demonstrate how 

other Republican-era traditions concerning fluidity or strictness of boundaries, public and private 

spaces, topographical associations, symbolism in built forms, environmental manipulation, and 

controlled public reception were applied to these horti. All of these factors will demonstrate how 

these imperial horti were unique “stages” in which the emperors could perform suggestive 

transformations in order to try and wedge closer to a higher status, thus creating unique 

opportunities to legitimize the status of the emperor in numerous ways that could not be achieved 

through the use of any other single type of space in the Roman world. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

INTRODUCTION/STATE OF THE FIELD 

This paper will argue how the Julio-Claudians, then later the Flavian and early 2nd-

century emperors, used the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti, the Horti Agrippinae, subsequent 

Horti Neronis, and the Horti Domitiae, as sites for cultivating greater statues for themselves in 

several ways. Many different types of manicured green spaces existed throughout the Roman 

world. Hortus, in general, was a term referring to “any enclosure for plants,” hence it could be 

used to describe many types of green spaces, such as different types of gardens, vineyards, and 

more.1 This fluid definition alludes to the fact that boundaries, especially between public and 

private spaces, were often blurred in the Roman psyche in many cases, most notably regarding 

cultural practices concerning the standard Roman urban dwelling and elite-owned green spaces, 

as this paper will demonstrate. However, this paper will also show how, at the same time there 

was blurring, boundaries could also be strictly enforced in order to delineate significance of 

space, as will be demonstrated through the decoration choices of the Roman urban dwelling, and 

through precedents regarding the sacredness of nature and boundaries. In the case of the term 

hortus, while it possessed a more general definition, during most of the Republican period, this 

term more often was strictly used to refer specifically to economic, utilitarian gardens such as 

vegetable gardens or small commercial gardens.2 Then, towards the end of the Republican period 

and into the Imperial period, the plural form, horti, was used more to refer to “complex 

                                                 
1 Jashemski, Wilhelmina F., Amina-Aïcha Malek, Kim J. Hartswick, and Kathryn L. Gleason, eds. 

Gardens of the Roman Empire. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 483. 
2 Ibid. 
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assemblages of luxurious gardens” that included “water displays, cultivated art,” and more.3 It is 

this later definition of horti that applies to the case study imperial horti of this paper, and in 

doing so, alludes to this idea of these green spaces being comparable to elite-owned pleasure 

gardens that started to spring up during this transitional time in Rome’s history. Hence, a review 

of pleasure garden precedent and a comparison with these imperial horti will be made. This will 

include looking at some examples of Roman garden frescoes, and seeing what they can tell us 

regarding either what pleasure gardens had in them, or what would have been in them ideally. In 

addition, influences behind these garden frescoes and ideas about what bigger themes they could 

have represented will also be discussed. This comparison between these two types of green 

spaces will also provide some more general ideas as to what these imperial horti might have 

possessed in them in terms of shared similar elements to what many of these pleasure gardens 

possessed. A brief look will also be given to a couple of specific Republican-era pleasure 

gardens owned by elite Romans in order to demonstrate elite ownership precedent. 

That being said, given that hortus basically meant any enclosed space with plants in it,4 

as part of one argument I will make, the idea that suggestive divine associations were being 

made through the use of these spaces, a precedent review and comparison will also be made with 

another type of Roman green space, sacred groves. These natural, religious spaces were believed 

to be the dwelling places of divine beings or places where their divine presences persisted. As a 

part of the emperors’ agendas to cultivate greater statuses for themselves, I will argue that the 

emperors may have attempted to cultivate this same divine association with a natural space 

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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artificially through the Trans-Tiberum horti, and with that, will reveal what characteristics these 

imperial horti shared with sacred groves. I will accomplish this by examining and comparing 

these horti with, two well-known sacred groves that existed just outside of Rome, and by 

examining sacro-idyllic landscape frescoes that arguably reflect general themes associated with 

these sacred natural spaces. Ultimately, by introducing these two types of green spaces and 

comparing them to the Trans-Tiberum horti, this will demonstrate how these specific horti, 

privately owned by imperial patrons, were a convergence of the two (see Table 1), and hence, 

unique “stages” in which the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 2nd-century 

emperors, could perform suggestive transformations in order to try and wedge closer to a higher 

or more divine status that was normally only achieved after death and through senatorial decree.5 

  

                                                 
5 Davies, Penelope J. E. Death and the Emperor: Roman Imperial Funerary Monuments from Augustus to 

Marcus Aurelius. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 74. 
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Table 1: Diagram comparing the common traits of horti, pleasure gardens, and sacred groves; to 

illustrate relationships between these spaces that will be discussed in detail throughout paper. 

The Horti Agrippinae, subsequent Horti Neronis, and the Horti Domitiae were located on 

the far side of the Tiber River in the Trans-Tiberum area, up against one end of the Janiculum 
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Hill, and around the Vaticanum area.6 This paper will be looking at these case study horti and, to 

an extent, the surrounding Trans-Tiberum area from roughly the late 1st century BCE through 

the first half of the 2nd century CE during the reigns of the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 

2nd-century emperors, such as Trajan and Hadrian (see Figure 1). This is not a discussion 

regarding individual emperors and their biographies, but rather a history of these green spaces as 

influenced by being owned by them. This will mostly include discussing what major built 

monuments appeared in these gardens or relatively close by in the area under various emperors, 

some whom contributed more to the history and shaping of these horti than others. The most 

critical emperors to the histories of these horti were Caligula, Nero, Domitian, Trajan, and 

Hadrian. They were responsible for building or influencing the usage of most of the main 

monuments built in and around these horti, such as the Circus Gai et Neronis, the Gaianum, the 

Naumachia Vaticana, Hadrian’s Mausoleum, and the bridges, the Pons Aelius and the Pons 

Neronianus, which connected these imperial horti to the greater city of Rome. Emperor Nero of 

the Julio-Claudians was also particularly influential in that he renamed the Horti Agrippinae to 

the Horti Neronis, and allowed the opening up of these private spaces to the public, as we shall 

see. The Phrygianum, a religious shrine or sanctuary to Magna Mater7 which resided in one of 

these horti but was not connected to any emperor, will also be mentioned early on in relation to 

                                                 
6 Liverani, Paolo, Giandomenico Spinola, and Pietro Zander. The Vatican Necropoles: Rome’s City of the 

Dead. Translated by Saskia Stevens and Victoria Noel-Johnson. (Brepols Publishers, 2010), pp. 12-17. 

Also see Liverani, Paolo, and Albrecht Weiland. La Topografia Antica Del Vaticano. Città del Vaticano: 

Monumenti, Musei e Gallerie Pontificie, 1999. pp. 13-21. Also see Castagnoli, Ferdinando. Il Vaticano 

Nell' Antichitá Classica. 6. Vol. 6. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1992. pp. 13-16. 
7 CIL vi. 497-504, as quoted in Platner, Samuel Ball, and Thomas Ashby. A Topographical Dictionary of 

Ancient Rome. (1929). Perseus Digital Library, n.d. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0054:id=magna-mater-in-vaticano. 
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the history of these horti in order to eventually discuss the significant associations created by its 

presence.  

 

 
Figure 1: Color-coded map of case study area. Green areas roughly indicate the territories of the 

imperial horti (Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis lower left, Horti Domitiae upper right). Red 

border indicates border of the Janiculum Hill, orange are the bridges, the Pons Aelius and the 

Pons Neronianus, and blue is the main road, the Via Cornelia. Areas shaded in grey are roughly 

where the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis (upper left) and the tombs of the necropolis along the 

Via Triumphalis (lower right) were located. Notable built structures within the imperial horti are 

left white. General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 
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Beyond these emperors though, a few other imperial family members will also need to be 

mentioned as they were the original owners of these imperial horti. These figures were Agrippina 

the Elder, Augustus’s granddaughter,8 and Domitia Longina, either Emperor Domitian’s wife9 or 

the paternal aunt of Nero.10 These two figures are also significant because it is important to keep 

in mind that these imperial horti were passed down and inherited by the imperial families of the  

Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors (see Table 2). Both of these horti then 

eventually ended up in the hands of the emperors themselves, with the Horti Agrippinae, later 

Horti Neronis, being inherited from Agrippina by her son, Emperor Caligula in 33 CE,11 and the 

Horti Domitiae most likely ending up in the hands either Nero (54–68 CE), Domitian (81–96 

CE), or Nerva (96–98 CE) since Emperor Domitian had no children to inherit from him. What’s 

more, all of these imperially-owned horti eventually got consolidated together through 

inheritance by the reigns of the early 2nd-century emperors. Therefore, the Trans-Tiberum horti 

should be understood as collective family holdings. 

  

                                                 
8 Shotter, David C. A. “Agrippina the Elder: A Woman in a Man’s World.” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte 

Geschichte, (2000), p. 341. https://www.jstor.org/stable/4436585. 
9 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Horti.” LacusCurtius • 

Gardens of Ancient Rome, n.d. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original sources, see CIL VI.16983, cf. 34106 c; HJ 662; DAP 2.VIII.378. 
10 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 16. 
11 Shotter, pp. 355-357. 
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Table 2: Diagram illustrating the path of inheritance for the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti among 

the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors or family members. Note the 

unclear line of inheritance for the Horti Domitiae due to Domitia’s imprecise identity. Red and 

blue arrows refer to the individual inheritance lines, while the purple arrows indicate the 

inheritance consolidation of all these imperial horti. 

Additionally, a few other built structures and environmental features found around the 

Trans-Tiberum area will be introduced at different points through this paper with the overall 

intention of discussing them in terms of the relationships they had or topographical associations 

they created with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. These features included the Ager Vaticanus, 

Naumachia Augusti, the roads, the Via Cornelia and the Via Triumphalis, the Lucus Furrinae, 
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the Janiculum Hill, a few temples dedicated to Fors Fortuna, the necropolis under St. Peter’s 

Basilica, and the necropolis along the Via Triumphalis. Finally, when I make my arguments 

concerning topographical associations, I will also be bringing in Augustus’s monuments on the 

Campus Maritus, his mausoleum, the Horologium, and the Ara Pacis Augustae, as well as the 

Campus Maritus itself and the Roman Forum. 

The Julio-Claudian emperors, Rome’s first dynasty of imperial rulers, had to navigate a 

unique challenge in terms of their status in the Roman world. Emperors could not be kings nor 

gods outright, and they had to maintain the pre-established “traditions of the ancestors” or mos 

maiorum, which affected nearly every aspect of Roman everyday life and could not be openly 

changed. This meant that as the first emperors of Rome, the Julio-Claudians were on unsteady 

and unfamiliar terrain, both in terms of how to establish and exercise their authority and 

influence over the Roman people in life and in how they could insure they would be well-

remembered after death. The first Julio-Claudian emperor, Augustus, achieved these goals 

through building programs, subtle iconographical suggestions through numerous architectural 

features, some examples of which will be discussed later in this paper, and most importantly, 

through topographical associations. These strategies were successful and ultimately adopted by 

subsequent emperors, starting with the rest of the Julio-Claudians, including the tradition of 

topographical association, which I will demonstrate was continued through these imperial horti. 

However, not every emperor, even other Julio-Claudians, could be Augustus, and as the roles 

and position of the emperor became more firmly established, subsequent Julio-Claudian 

emperors needed to come up with new, but equally subtle, strategies in order to continue to assert 

their status, authority, and legacy as emperor. Succeeding Julio-Claudian and later emperors did 
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continue to use other sites to create associations, such as dynastic connections, in order to 

achieve the above-mentioned goals. That being said, unlike other sites throughout Rome, the 

succeeding Julio-Claudian emperors had much more freedom and ability within these garden 

spaces, which they privately owned, to more easily invoke several Republican-era traditions that 

subtly allowed them more associations with figures or beings of great power, as well as dynastic 

connections. As this paper will also demonstrate, there was also precedent for powerful Roman 

elites, starting in the Republican period, to open up their privately-held spaces to the Roman 

public, meaning the emperors could have opened up these horti as well, and, through how they 

presented them, have subtly introduced suggestive associations to divinity to the Roman people 

without actually stating and making dangerous claims of divine status. Therefore, in addition to 

their locations near numerous important sites, religious or otherwise, these particular horti were 

unique spaces where different general precedents started in the Republican era concerning 

fluidity or strictness of boundaries, public and private spaces, topographical associations, 

symbolism in built forms, environmental manipulation, and controlled public reception found 

throughout the Roman world were combined with imperial agendas in various ways. In doing so, 

these imperial horti could create unique opportunities to secure and legitimize the status of the 

Julio-Claudian emperors in numerous ways that could not be achieved through the use of any 

other single type of space in the Roman world. These unique opportunities and new strategies 

were then also adopted by the later Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors in response to the 

Julio-Claudians’ successes, thus allowing them to also establish legitimacy as leaders of the 

Roman world. 
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This research approach will be different from past scholarship in that these specific 

imperial horti have, in the past, simply been viewed as repositories for individual imperial 

monuments, such as the Circus Gai et Neronis, the Gaianum, the Naumachia Vaticana, and 

Hadrian’s Mausoleum. These same imperial monuments found within these specific horti have 

also received much more scholarly attention, independent of the spaces that they resided in. A 

more holistic viewing and consideration of these imperial horti though hasn’t been considered, 

since these spaces can be viewed from the various different angles mentioned above. The 

imperial monuments that resided within these imperial horti certainly played an inseparable and 

important role in the viewing and history of these spaces, which will be discussed, but they will 

not be the main focus of this paper. Instead, they will be one of many components examined 

throughout this paper in terms of their relationships to the horti themselves and how they 

impacted the viewing reception of these horti. My goal is to, as detailed as possible, answer the 

question of what this particular section of Trans-Tiberum and these imperial horti actually 

looked like by creating a more complete picture, and provide a more complete answer to the 

question of how these spaces were meant to be viewed and interpreted.  

It is also important to understand that the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti have not been 

considered specifically using the tools and methods of art history. This paper aims to do just that 

by taking previous precedents that existed in the Roman world, previously discussed topics and 

concepts in modern scholarship, and artistic evidence through various fresco examples, and using 

them to reveal how these imperial horti were, in a sense, three-dimensional artistic canvases via 

built and manicured environments, for creating specific viewing experiences. With that in mind, 

I will demonstrate that the imperial horti were sites for the “imperial gaze,” the allusion that the 
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emperor was always watching everything,12 and represented the grander Roman world on a 

smaller scale. This “imperial gaze” concept will be added on to the arguments that these imperial 

horti were similar to sacred groves in Chapter 4, and to the argument of controlled public 

reception in Chapter 7. In addition, the fact that so many common precedents in the Roman 

world regarding public and private spaces and the strictness of fluidity of boundaries were 

represented in these horti, as I will argue, further backs this idea of the imperial horti 

representing smaller versions of a bigger cultural society. Furthermore, by creating a setting that 

represented the greater Roman world, I will also be arguing in Chapters 3 and 7 that pleasure 

gardens and the imperial horti were heterotopia, areas or spaces that were “neither an everyday 

space nor utopia, but for one reason or another a space of alternative possibilities.”13 

Alternatively, a heterotopia could also “[bring] spaces and locations that are incompatible with 

each other together in a single real space, creating an illusionary or a perfect space where people 

can take a break from traditional time,”14 and was thus “a display of quite separate things as a 

whole.”15 Chapter 5, which will deal with public and private spaces and the fluidity or strictness 

of boundaries in Roman traditions, will also lend itself to this argument. 

An abundance of previous scholarship has been produced on a variety of subjects that 

pertain to this paper, which I drew upon for my research. Penelope J. E. Davies’s book, Death 

and the Emperor: Roman Imperial Funerary Monuments from Augustus to Marcus Aurelius,16 is 

                                                 
12 For additional details and other examples of this “imperial gaze” phenomenon, see Ergin, Gürkan. 

“Modes of Viewing the Urban Landscapes and Public Gardens of Early Imperial Rome.” ADALYA 24 

(2021): pp. 162–165. https://doi.org/10.47589/adalya.1036685. 
13 Ibid., p. 161. 
14 Ibid. For original source, see Foucault, 1997, pp. 332-336. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Davies, 2000. 
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a comprehensive study of funerary monuments built for the Roman emperors of varying 

dynasties. The author compares and examines commemorative arches, obelisks, and other types 

of architecture to demonstrate that these monuments served a dual role, as memorials to the dead 

and as accession monuments that would guarantee dynastic continuity. One of the biggest claims 

throughout her book deals with how topographical placement and association were used in 

relation to these monuments to achieve the latter-mentioned goal. Topographical placement and 

association is a basic concept I draw upon heavily later in Chapter 6 in regard to copious 

structures and built forms found in the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and around the greater area 

of Rome. I also used her book for observations regarding both the mausoleums of Augustus and 

Hadrian concerning their designs, locations, and the cosmic symbolism associated with both of 

them. Furthermore, information regarding Augustus, the first Julio-Claudian, establishing the 

precedents of topographical association also came from this source. For information regarding 

Augustus establishing the tradition of creating associations with deified predecessors, Davies’s 

book, Death and the Emperor, Mary Beard’s chapter, “The Transformations of Augustus” in 

SPQR A History of Ancient Rome, A. J. Droge’s “Finding His Niche: On the ‘Autoapotheosis’ of 

Augustus,” Karl Galinsky’s Augustus: Introduction to the Life of an Emperor, Castagnoli’s Il 

Vaticano Nell' Antichitá Classica, Liverani and Weiland’s La Topografia Antica Del Vaticano, 

Kenneth Scott’s “The Sidus Iulium and the Apotheosis of Caesar,” and Paul Zanker’s The Power 

of Images in the Age of Augustus were all valuable resources or sources of information and 

analysis.17 Paolo Liverani, Giandomenico Spinola, and Pietro Zander’s book, The Vatican 

                                                 
17 Davies, 2000; Beard, Mary. “The Transformations of Augustus.” Chapter. In SPQR A History of 

Ancient Rome, pp. 353–374. (London: Profile, 2016); Droge, A. J. “Finding His Niche: On the 

‘Autoapotheosis’ of Augustus.” The American Academy in Rome 56/57 (2011): pp. 85–112; Galinsky, 

Karl. Augustus: Introduction to the Life of an Emperor. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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Necropoles: Rome’s City of the Dead, as well as Regina Gee’s works, “Cult and Circus in 

Vaticanum,” and “The Vatican Necropolis: Ritual, Status, and Social Identity in the Roman 

Chamber Tomb,” Penelope J. E. Davies’s book, Death and the Emperor, Virginia L. Campbell’s 

“Stopping to Smell the Roses: Garden Tombs in Roman Italy,” John R. Clarke’s chapter, 

“Augustus’s and Trajan’s Messages to Commoners,” and J. M. C. Toynbee’s Death and Burial 

in the Roman World were used for the necropolis under St. Peter’s Basilica and the necropolis 

along the Via Triumphalis, in terms of the information on these sites, associations they created 

with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti, and standards for burial practices.18 Some of the 

information from some of these sources regarding burial practices were also applied to Hadrian’s 

mausoleum. Then, for descriptions and histories of the built features this paper looks at, both in 

and outside the Trans-Tiberum horti, and will examine for topographical associations and bigger 

theme ideas, I drew upon Castagnoli’s Il Vaticano Nell' Antichitá Classica, and Liverani and 

Weiland’s La Topografia Antica Del Vaticano.19 I also drew from entries in online databases 

such as Perseus Digital Library, Digital Augustan Rome, and LacusCurtius.20 Some of the entries 

                                                 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/montana/detail.action?docID=944700; Castagnoli, 1992; Liverani 

and Weiland, 1999; Scott, Kenneth. “The Sidus Iulium and the Apotheosis of Caesar.” Classical 

Philology 36, no. 3 (July 1941): pp. 257–272. https://doi.org/10.1086/362515; Zanker, Paul. The Power of 

Images in the Age of Augustus. (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1990). 
18 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, 2010; Gee, Regina Lynn. “Cult and Circus in Vaticanum.” The 

American Academy in Rome 56/57 (2011): pp. 63–83; Gee, Regina Lynn. “The Vatican Necropolis: 

Ritual, Status, and Social Identity in the Roman Chamber Tomb.” Dissertation, ProQuest Information and 

Learning Company, 2003. https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/vatican-necropolis-ritual-status-

social-identity/docview/305294993/se-2; Davies, 2000; Campbell, Virginia L. “Stopping to Smell the 

Roses: Garden Tombs in Roman Italy.” Arctos 42 (2008): pp. 31–43; Clarke, John R. “Augustus’s and 

Trajan’s Messages to Commoners.” Chapter. In Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans: Visual 

Representation and Non-Elite Viewers in Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315, pp. 19–28. (Berkeley, CA: University 

of California Press, 2006); Toynbee, J. M. C. Death and Burial in the Roman World. (Baltimore: John 

Hopkins University Press, 1996). 
19 Castagnoli, 1992; Liverani and Weiland, 1999. 
20 Crane, Gregory R., ed. Perseus Digital Library. Tufts University, n.d. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/; Romano, David Gilman, ed. Digital Augustan Rome. University of 
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were from Platner and Ashby’s Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, William Smith and 

William Wayte’s A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, and other early modern 

scholarship, while others referenced more ancient sources, such as Pliny, Varro, Virgil, 

Suetonius, Tacitus, Cicero, and Cassius Dio, among others.21 

Meanwhile, for my arguments throughout this paper regarding the “imperial gaze” and 

heterotopia as demonstrated through pleasure gardens, sacred groves, or the imperial horti, I used 

Gürkan Ergin’s “Modes of Viewing the Urban Landscapes and Public Gardens of Early Imperial 

Rome.”22 For information on pleasure gardens, including what they looked like, what plants and 

various other elements were found within them, information on garden frescoes and sculptural 

works, information on tomb gardens, ideas regarding leisure, and broader themes and influences 

associated with these gardens and garden frescoes, I drew on Patrick Bowe’s Gardens of the 

Roman World, Wilhelmina F. Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Kim J. Hartswick, and Kathryn 

L. Gleason’s Gardens of the Roman Empire, Annalisa Marzano’s essay, “Roman Gardens, 

Military Conquests, and Elite Self-Representation,” Maureen Carroll’s works, Earthly 

Paradises: Ancient Gardens in History and Archaeology and “Contextualising Art and Nature,” 

Gürkan Ergin’s “Modes of Viewing the Urban Landscapes and Public Gardens of Early Imperial 

Rome,” Elisabeth Blair MacDougall’s edited Ancient Roman Villa Gardens, Virginia Campbell’s 

                                                 
Arizona, n.d. https://www.digitalaugustanrome.org/; Thayer, William P., ed. “LacusCurtius: Into the 

Roman World.” LacusCurtius • A Gateway to Ancient Rome, n.d. 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/home.html. 
21 Platner, Samuel Ball, and Thomas Ashby. A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome. (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1929), Perseus Digital Library; Smith, William, and William Wayte. “A 

Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (1890).” Edited by G. E. Marindin. Perseus Digital Library. 

Tufts University, n.d. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0063:entry=templum-

cn&toc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0063%3Aalphabetic+letter%3DA. 
22 Ergin, 2021. 
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“Stopping to Smell the Roses: Garden Tombs in Roman Italy,” Bettina Bergmann’s “Staging the 

Supernatural: Interior Gardens of Pompeian Houses,” Pier Luigi Tucci’s “Living on the 

Capitoline Hill: The Domus of the Aracoeli and Its Sculptural and Painted Decoration,” Elaine 

Gazda’s “Villas on the Bay of Naples: The Ancient Setting of Oplontis,” John R. Clarke’s The 

Houses of Roman Italy, Giulia Moretti Cursi’s “Roman Horti: A Topographical View in the 

Imperial Era,” and more.23 For information on sacred groves in general and the two specific case 

studies I will examine, the Lucus Deae Diae and the Lucus Furrinae, what they might’ve looked 

like, what activities took place in them, imagery of sacred nature in the form of sacro-idyllic 

landscapes, and broader theme ideas associated with sacred groves, I used Mary Beard, John 

North, and Simon Price’s books, Religions of Rome, volumes one and two, Maureen Carroll’s 

                                                 
23 Bowe, Patrick. Gardens of the Roman World. (Los Angeles, CA: J. Paul Getty Trust Publications, 

2004); Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds., 2018; Marzano, Annalisa. “Roman 

Gardens, Military Conquests, and Elite Self-Representation.” Essay. In Le Jardin Dans L'antiquité: 

Introduction Et Huit Exposés Suivis De Discussions, edited by Kathleen Coleman, Pascale Derron, 

Christian E. Loeben, Stephanie Dalley, Prioux Évelyne, Rabun M. Taylor, Annalisa Marzano, et al., pp. 

196–244. Vandœuvres: Fondation Hardt Pour L'étude de L'antiquité Classique, 2014; Carroll, Maureen. 

Earthly Paradises: Ancient Gardens in History and Archaeology. (London: The British Museum Press, 

2003); Carroll, Maureen. “Contextualising Art and Nature.” Essay. In Companion to Roman Art, edited 

by B. Borg. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), pp. 533-551; Ergin, 2021; MacDougall, Elisabeth Blair, ed. 

Ancient Roman Villa Gardens. (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 

1987); Campbell, 2008; Bergmann, Bettina. “Staging the Supernatural: Interior Gardens of Pompeian 

Houses.” Essay. In Pompeii and the Roman Villa: Art and Culture around the Bay of Naples, edited by 

Carol C. Mattusch, pp. 53–70. (Washington D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 2008); Tucci, Pier Luigi. 

“Living on the Capitoline Hill: The Domus of the Aracoeli and Its Sculptural and Painted Decoration.” 

Papers of the British School at Rome 87 (2019): pp. 71–144. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0068246218000351; Gazda, Elaine K. “Villas on the Bay of Naples: The Ancient 

Setting of Oplontis.” Essay. In Clarke, John R., and Nayla K Muntasser. Oplontis: Villa A (“of 

Poppaea”) At Torre Annunziata, Italy. Volume 1. The Ancient Setting and Modern Rediscovery. (New 

York: American Council of Learned Societies, 2014). https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb90048.0001.001. 

EPUB; Clarke, John R. The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 250 Ritual, Space, and Decoration. 

Internet Archive. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991); Cursi, Giulia Moretti. “Roman Horti: 

A Topographical View in the Imperial Era.” Essay. In Public | Private An Exhibition of the Q-Kolleg, 

edited by Jessica Bartz, pp. 124–140. (Q-Kolleg of the Winckelmann-Institut at the Humboldt-Universität 

zu Berlin and the Dipartimento Scienza dell` Antichitá of the Sapienza-Università di Roma, 2019). 
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essay, “The Sacred Places of the Immortal Ones,” Harriet Flower’s “The Art of Forgetting: 

Disgrace and Oblivion in Roman Political Culture,” Bouke Van der Meer’s “The Impact of 

Rome on Luci (Sacred Glades, Clearings and Groves) in Italy,” Bettina Bergmann’s “Exploring 

the Grove: Pastoral Space on Roman Walls,” Dunstan Lowe’s “Tree-Worship, Sacred Groves, 

and Roman Antiquities in the Aeneid,” Gürkan Ergin’s “Modes of Viewing the Urban 

Landscapes and Public Gardens of Early Imperial Rome,” and more, including some of the 

previously mentioned online databases.24  

Finally, for discussing and providing examples for the concepts of public and private 

spaces and some of ways in which they were delineated in the Roman world, the fluidity or 

strictness of borders, the practice of Euergetism, and controlled public reception and 

environmental manipulation, including examples of how they might have been used, I drew on 

Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s “Inscriptions in Private Spaces” and “The Social Structure of the 

Roman House,” Jürgen Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 

Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, John R. Clarke’s The Houses of Roman Italy, 

Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt’s “The Palace of the Roman Emperors on the Palatine in Rome,” Arjan 

Zuiderhoek’s “Euergetism,” Penelope J. E. Davies’s Death and the Emperor: Roman Imperial 

                                                 
24 Beard, Mary, John North, and Simon Price. Religions of Rome. 1. 19th ed. Vol. 1. 2 vols. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2020); Beard, Mary, John North, and Simon Price. Religions of Rome. 2. 

21st ed. Vol. 2. 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020); Carroll, Maureen. “The Sacred 

Places of the Immortal Ones.” Edited by J. Woudstra and C. Roth. A History of Groves, 2017. pp. 2–20. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315561066-2; Flower, Harriet I. “The Art of Forgetting: Disgrace and 

Oblivion in Roman Political Culture.” (2006). pp. 223-231. 

https://doi.org/10.5149/9780807877463_flower; Van der Meer, Bouke. “The Impact of Rome on Luci 

(Sacred Glades, Clearings and Groves) in Italy.” (BABESCH 90, 2015.), pp. 99-107. 

10.2143/BAB.90.0.3089915; Bergmann, Bettina. “Exploring the Grove: Pastoral Space on Roman 

Walls.” Studies in the History of Art 36 (1992): pp. 20–46. https://www.jstor.org/stable/42620374; Lowe, 

Dunstan. “Tree-Worship, Sacred Groves, and Roman Antiquities in the Aeneid.” Proceedings of the 

Virgil Society 27 (2011): pp. 99–128; Ergin, 2021. 
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Funerary Monuments from Augustus to Marcus Aurelius, Virginia Campbell’s “Stopping to 

Smell the Roses: Garden Tombs in Roman Italy,” Gürkan Ergin’s “Modes of Viewing the Urban 

Landscapes and Public Gardens of Early Imperial Rome,” Hannah Platts’s Multisensory Living 

in Ancient Rome: Power and Space in Roman Houses, Eric Orlin’s “Octavian and Egyptian 

Cults: Redrawing the Boundaries of Romanness,” both Religions of Rome books for discussing 

one of the most boundaries in the Roman world, the pomerium, and more.25 

Beyond these sources though, including the database entries referenced from the above-

mentioned Roman sources, other ancient sources were also drawn upon as evidence. Pliny the 

Elder’s treatise, The Natural History, was regarding all forms of nature, with topic discussions 

ranging from the natural history of animals and the history of cultivation to the natural history of 

several types of trees and natural remedies derived from flora or fauna. This paper will 

specifically draw upon what he had to say in book twelve regarding Roman views of nature’s 

connections to the divine, and to their revered ancient past. Marcus Terentius Varro’s treatise, 

                                                 
25 Wallace-Hadrill, Andrew. “Inscriptions in Private Spaces.” Chapter. In Inscriptions in the Private 

Sphere in the Greco-Roman World, edited by Rebecca Benefiel and Peter Keegan. (Leiden: Koninklijke 

Brill, 2016), pp. 1-10; Wallace-Hadrill, Andrew. “The Social Structure of the Roman House.” Papers of 

the British School at Rome 56 (1988): pp. 43–97. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0068246200009569; 

Habermas, Jürgen. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 

Bourgeois Society. Translated by Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawerence. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 

1989); Clarke, 1991; Wulf-Rheidt, Ulrike. “The Palace of the Roman Emperors on the Palatine in Rome.” 

Chapter. In The Emperor’s House: Palaces from Augustus to the Age of Absolutism, edited by Michael 

Featherstone, pp. 3–18. De Gruyter, Inc., 2015; Zuiderhoek, Arjan. “Euergetism.” Oxford Classical 

Dictionary, March 7, 2016. 

https://oxfordre.com/classics/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-

9780199381135-e-2533;jsessionid=7D930EF94E8B3FCBD02671DF13DF917A; Davies, 2000; 

Campbell, 2008; Ergin, 2021; Platts, Hannah. Multisensory Living in Ancient Rome: Power and Space in 

Roman Houses. (London; New York; Dublin: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020); Orlin, Eric M. “Octavian 

and Egyptian Cults: Redrawing the Boundaries of Romaness.” American Journal of Philology 129, no. 2 

(2008): pp. 1–33. https://doi.org/10.1353/ajp.0.0007; Beard, North, and Price. Religions of Rome. 19th ed. 

Vol. 1, 2020; Beard, North, and Price. Religions of Rome. 21st ed. Vol. 2, 2020. 
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On Latin Language, focused on the Latin language’s origins and where different words derived 

from. Book 5 specifically references the term Flamen Furrinalis for the Lucus Furrinae, while 

Book 6 specifically references Furrinalia, Furrina’s festival, and her status as an ancient goddess. 

Marcus Porcius Cato’s treatise, On Agriculture, thoroughly laid out all the numerous aspects of 

agriculture and agricultural practices that existed at the time. From this source, I draw upon the 

specific references regarding how all natural landscapes have divine beings attached to them and 

how to ritualistically appease them. One reference to Varro’s own writings on agricultural 

practices which he intended for his wife, also called On Agriculture, will be used in reference to 

the practice of Romans keeping birds and possessing aviaries in gardens. Finally, a reference to a 

story by Cassius Dio will be used to help illustrate environmental manipulation. All of these 

sources and more were used throughout this paper to bolster its arguments and claims throughout 

the various chapters.26 

As to what those arguments are, in Chapter 2, the Horti Agrippinae, subsequent Horti 

Neronis, and Horti Domitiae will first be introduced, and their histories discussed in terms of the 

major building developments that took place within them or near them. The surrounding Trans-

Tiberum area’s building history will also be discussed to a certain extent at this point in order to 

                                                 
26 Pliny the Elder. “The Natural History.” Translated by John Bostock. Perseus Digital Library. Tufts 

University, n.d. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0137%3Abook%3D11%3A

chapter%3D42. Varro, Marcus Terentius. “Latin Languages Book V.” Varro: Lingua Latina V. The Latin 

Library, n.d. http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/varro.ll5.html; Varro, Marcus Terentius. “Latin Languages 

Book VI.” Varro: Lingua Latina VI. The Latin Library, n.d. 

http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/varro.ll6.html; Cato, Marcus Porcius. “Marcus Cato: On Agriculture.” 

Essay. In Cato and Varro On Agriculture, edited by Harrison Boyd Ash, translated by William Davis 

Hooper. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1934; Varro, Marcus Terentius. “Marcus Varro: On 

Agriculture.” Essay. In Cato and Varro On Agriculture, edited by Harrison Boyd Ash, translated by 

William Davis Hooper. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1934; Platts, p. 157, for original 

reference, see Cass. Dio. LXVII.9.1-4, trans. Cary 1925. 
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set the stage for topographical associations to be made. Chapter 3 will then begin the argument 

of how these imperial horti were convergences between pleasure gardens and sacred groves by 

first looking at the late Republican-era precedent of pleasure gardens, what was possibly 

contained within them, their intended purposes as status symbols and how that was achieved, and 

what depictions of gardens in fresco art can reveal about these things in terms of both reality and 

ideals. These pleasure gardens will also be compared with tomb gardens, and how practices 

concerning tomb gardens may reflect reasons behind Emperor Hadrian’s choice to construct his 

own grand tomb within the Horti Domitiae. Greater themes and influences behind garden 

frescoes will also be discussed. Additionally, two specific examples of pleasure gardens from the 

Republican era, the Horti Sallustiani and the Horti Caesaris, will be briefly discussed to 

demonstrate the precedent of elite Roman ownership of such gardens and give an idea as to the 

similar relationship the Julio-Claudians and later emperors probably had with the imperial horti. 

This chapter is also where I will first introduce the concept of a heterotopia, and how it applies to 

these pleasure gardens, and, by extension, the imperial horti. Along the way, I will be tying all of 

these ideas and concepts back to the imperial horti in terms of how these ideas and concepts were 

represented in, or invoked through, these horti. Chapter 4 will then discuss the precedent of 

sacred groves by examining the two case study sacred groves, the Lucus Deae Diae and the 

Lucus Furrinae. Numerous ancient literature, archeological records and evidence, artistic 

examples of sacro-idyllic landscapes, and modern scholarship examples will be used to roughly 

reconstruct what these particular groves looked like, what activities took place within them, and 

how the Romans viewed and thought of nature in connection to the divine and the Romans’ 

revered ancient past. I will also be introducing the concept of the “imperial gaze” in this chapter, 
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and how it relates to these sacred groves, and, by extension, the imperial horti. Finally, I will tie 

some of these physical elements and ideological themes back to the imperial horti in terms of 

they were represented in, or invoked through, these horti. Chapter 5 will then move to laying out 

the Roman concepts regarding public and private spaces, and the simultaneous blurring and 

strictness of boundaries through the examples of the standard Roman urban dwelling, the 

imperial palace on the Palatine Hill, practices and precedents involving elites opening up green 

spaces that they owned, including a few Republican-era examples, and the sacred boundary of 

Rome, the pomerium. Throughout, I will discuss how these concepts might have been applied to 

the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti in copious ways, such as the use of the nearby bridges, the 

Pons Neronianus and the Pons Aelius, to connect these imperial horti to each other and greater 

Rome, and Emperor Nero of the Julio-Claudians opening up the Circus Gai et Neronis for public 

entertainment, thus demonstrating that these imperial horti were occasionally opened up to the 

Roman public. I will also be discussing how these concepts reinforce the idea of spaces like the 

imperial horti being heterotopia and being subjected to the “imperial gaze.” Chapter 6 will be the 

chapter on topographical and monumental associations created with these imperial horti, their 

built structures, and the areas or monuments surrounding them. I will first give an overview of 

how built features and topography were, again, used to encode certain associations and agendas 

for various elite Romans, including the emperors. Two important connections and associations 

that will be among the main focus of this chapter will be dynastic connections and divine 

associations, although a few other relationships will be made, particularly in regard to the 

associations the necropolis under St. Peter’s Basilica and the necropolis along the Via 

Triumphalis had in relation to the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. For the emperors in particular, I 
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will discuss how the precedent of monuments and topographical association came about by 

introducing the first Julio-Claudian emperor, Augustus, and his circumstances, and by giving a 

couple of brief examples of how he used monuments and topographical choices to create subtle 

associations with divinity, and his predecessor, Julius Caesar. In doing so, he established a 

tradition that was subsequently carried on by other Julio-Claudians, and then by later Flavian and 

early 2nd-century emperors. I will then start by examining all the interior contents of all these 

imperial horti and where they were placed in relation to each other in order to determine such 

connections, followed by examining the most notable built and spatial features mostly the 

surrounding Trans-Tiberum area, and what relationships could be made between them and the 

imperial horti. Some of these relationships will revolve around alluding to divine associations 

and dynastic connections, but others, such as the relationship between two necropolises and the 

imperial horti, will be about emulating and associating with the emperors themselves. For the 

arguments regarding the necropolis tombs, I will also discuss standard Roman burial practices 

before using them in my arguments as reasons behind the decoration and location choices for 

these necropolis tombs. I will also be looking at a couple of other tombs, such as Hadrian’s 

mausoleum, to shore up these arguments even further. Finally, I will then, in a sense, do a “cross-

over” where I also examine what connections and associations can be made between some of the 

interior built structures found in these imperial horti and exterior features located in the greater 

area of Rome. Chapter 7 will then close out my overall argument of this paper by discussing the 

concept of controlled public reception, and how it could have been applied to the imperial horti. 

Through certain public events or actions, government leaders or other powerful figures could 

instill certain feelings or ideas into the minds of the general population, persuading what they 
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thought or how they should respond psychologically to what they were seeing. After a brief 

reminder in the introduction of this chapter that there was precedent for elite-owned green spaces 

and at least one of these imperial horti being opened up sometimes to the greater Roman public, I 

will argue how, through the symbolism found in the built structures within these spaces, as well 

as through some of the same examples of environmental manipulation and decoration found in 

pleasure gardens, additional divine associations as well as reminders of the emperor’s authority 

over the empire could be created for the Julio-Claudians and later emperors. These assertions 

will also involve briefly discussing how sacred groves could have been invoked aesthetically 

through these imperial horti. In addition to all of this, I will also once again argue how the 

imperial horti were heterotopia and subjected to the “imperial gaze” because of the possible 

practices involved in implementing controlled public reception in these green spaces. Finally, 

Chapter 8 will briefly re-summarize everything that was discussed, as well as discuss what 

additional sources could have been useful for this paper, and how future scholarship should 

proceed moving forward regarding the relationships between Roman built forms and the 

environmental spaces they resided in. The Julio-Claudian emperors were in unique historical and 

cultural circumstances that required them to find unique ways to assert their status and authority 

that other ancient leaders didn’t necessarily have to contend with. I believe that with the Trans-

Tiberum imperial horti as their canvases and stages, through many different Republican-era 

precedents, the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, were able 

to suggest a greater status for themselves that allowed them to achieve such goals.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

SETTING THE “SCENE” 

Before any arguments can be made, an examination of the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti 

(the Horti Agrippinae, the subsequent Horti Neronis, and the Horti Domitiae),27 and the 

surrounding area is necessary (see Figures 2, 3). This overview will include looking at the 

histories, owners, which, for this paper, were the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century 

emperors as well as a couple of other imperial family members, and contents of these imperial 

horti in order to establish a basic understanding of the imperial horti and built features within 

them being reviewed, especially for later arguments. This chapter will also be establishing a brief 

overview of the Trans-Tiberum area, including some of its history and a few other noteworthy 

monuments that existed in the area that will play important roles in arguments to come regarding 

topographical associations. By introducing all of these elements now, this will help set the scene 

for some of the arguments to come in later chapters, particularly regarding topographical 

association and controlled public reception. 

The Trans-Tiberum Area & Imperial Horti: 

Beginning chronologically, the first topographical area with its name preserved in the 

Trans-Tiberum area was the Ager Vaticanus. This was a space that lay directly where the 

imperial horti would eventually come to reside.28 The Ager Vaticanus is believed to have been a 

                                                 
27 For additional detailed information about these horti, see Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, pp. 16-20. Also 

see Castagnoli, pp. 35-36. 
28 Ibid., p. 13. For additional detailed information about this area as both the Ager Vaticanus and 

Vaticanum, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 



25 

 

 
Figure 2: Map of the case study area (on the left side of the image, circled in red), with all the 

important built features labeled. General visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Note the 

proximity to the Janiculum Hill, appearing from the bottom of the image. Wikimedia Commons, 

Public Domain. 
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Figure 3: Close view of the layout of the case study areas, with all the important built features 

labeled. General visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. http://roma-

antiqua.wietrzykowski.net/Naumachia%20Vaticana.html. 

community that became a part of Rome as early as the Regal Period (753-509 BCE).29 At first, 

this area was not well-regarded because of flooding from the Tiber River, and its unhealthy 

living conditions.30 The subsequent Vaticanum area, though, became a more desirable space for 

constructing suburban villas, particularly among Roman elites,31 with the addition of major roads 

that passed through the area,32 such as the Via Cornelia and the Via Triumphalis.33  

The next large public building project, after the roads, in the Trans-Tiberum area was the 

construction and completion of the Naumachia Augusti (see Figure 4). The Naumachia Augusti 

was an “artificial pond constructed by Augustus in 2 BCE on the right bank of the Tiber,” where 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 
30 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 13. 
31 Ibid. For additional detailed information about this area as both the Ager Vaticanus and Vaticanum, see 

Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 
32 Ibid. 
33 For additional detailed information on roads in this area, see Castagnoli, pp. 29-34. 
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he re-created artificial naval battles “on a [grand] scale in connection with the dedication of the 

temple of Mars Ultor.”34 

 

 

Figure 4: Map with the general layout of the Naumachia Augusti. General visual aid to what’s 

mentioned in the text. https://www.romanoimpero.com/2020/03/naumachia-di-augusto-

naumachia-augusti.html. 

                                                 
34 Veil. ii. 100; Mon. Anc. iv. 43-44; Suet. Aug. 43; Tac. Ann. xii. 56; Cass. Dio lxvi. 25; Euseb. ad a. 

Abr. 2014, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
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“It was 1,800 Roman feet long and 1,200 wide,35 and was supplied with water by the aqua 

Alsietina, built by Augustus for this purpose.”36 “In the [center] of the basin was an island,37 and 

Pliny speaks twice of a Pons Naumachiarius, restored by Tiberius after a fire, which may have 

been built across the basin to serve as a support for some of the apparatus of the games.”38 The 

Naumachia Augusti was also connected to the greater city of Rome by an older bridge called the 

Pons Aemilius.39 Ultimately, this naumachia remained in use for some time, most notably during 

the Julio-Claudian reign of Emperor Nero (54–68 CE),40 and the Flavian reign of Emperor Titus 

(79–81 CE),41 and is briefly mentioned in 95 CE, but it fell into disuse in later times.42 

                                                 
35 Mon. Anc. loc. cit., as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
36 Frontinus, de aq. i. I , 22, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
37 Cass. Dio lxvi. 25, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
38 Plin. NH xvi. 190, 200, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
39 Based on an observation on a map of ancient Rome that I own. For another source in which to compare 

the location of the Pons Aemilius to the location of the Naumachia Augusti, see 

https://www.digitalaugustanrome.org/. This was one of the earliest stone bridges constructed during 

Republican Rome and was completed in 142 BCE. For more information, see Harmanşah, Ömür, and 

Lothar Haselberger. “Pons Aemilius.” Digital Augustan Rome. University of Arizona, n.d. 

https://www.digitalaugustanrome.org/records/pons-aemilius. For original sources, see AD PONTEM 

AEMILIVM: Fast. Allif. and Amit., in Degrassi, Inscr. Ital. 13.2, 181, 191; Liv. XL.51.4. 
40 Cass. Dio lxii. 20; Suet. Nero 12 ?, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
41 Cass. Dio lxvi. 25; Suet. Tit. 7, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
42 Stat. Silv. iv. 4. 5, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 



29 

 

As for the histories of the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti, the story began with the Horti 

Agrippinae. These were the gardens of Agrippina the Elder (14 BCE–33CE).43 Agrippina the 

Elder was the daughter of Marcus Agrippa and Julia, Augustus’s daughter.44 “In 5 CE, she 

married Germanicus, her second cousin and step-grandson of the Emperor Augustus,” and 

eventually had nine children, including Gaius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, more popularly 

known as Caligula.45 Her gardens “occupied the present site of [St. Peter’s Basilica in the 

modern Vatican City], and extended to the Tiber, [along the right bank] from which they were 

separated by a porticus and terrace.”46 Then, after 33 CE, her gardens came into the possession 

of her son Caligula.47 Within the Horti Agrippinae, Emperor Caligula (37–41 CE) built “a 

private course for chariot racing,” which became known as the Circus Gai et Neronis,48 although 

it is sometimes referred to as the Circus Vaticanus (see Figure 5).49 

                                                 
43 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original sources, see Sen. de ira III.18; Philo Iud. de legat. ad Gaium II.572. Also see 

“Agrippina the Elder.” Collections Online | British Museum. The British Museum, n.d. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG140772. 
44 Shotter, p. 341. 
45 “Agrippina the Elder,” The British Museum, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG140772. 
46 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. 
47 Ibid. For original sources, see Sen. de ira III.18; Philo Iud. de legat. ad Gaium II.572. 
48 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Circus Gai et Neronis.” 

LacusCurtius • Circus Gai et Neronis, n.d. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. For original source, see Plin. NH XXXVI.74. For additional detailed 

information about this monument, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 21-28. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 57-64. 
49 Ibid. For original source, see ib. XVI.201. 
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Figure 5: Engraving of the Circus Gai et Neronis by Pietro Santi Bartoli, 1699. Depiction of what 

the circus might have looked like, and visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Wikimedia 

Commons, Public Domain. 
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According to Suetonius, it would allegedly become “a [favored] place for the sports and orgies of 

Claudius and Nero.”50 “The axis of the circus ran east and west, and the carceres were at the east 

end, toward the Tiber, flanked by two towers placed unsymmetrically.”51 “On the spina Caligula 

erected an obelisk from Heliopolis.”52 The circus itself would remain mostly intact until the 

fourth century CE when the first St. Peter’s basilica was erected on parts of the circus53 by 

Emperor Constantine to mark and commemorate the grave site of St. Peter. Then, eventually, it 

was covered over completely by the construction of the new St. Peter’s Basilica in the 

seventeenth century (see Figure 6).54 

                                                 
50 Ibid. For original sources, see cf. Suet. Claud. 21; Tac. Ann. XIV.14 (?); Suet. Nero 53 (?). 
51 Ibid. For more detailed notes, see Hülsen, Il Circo di Nerone al Vaticano, in Miscellanea Ceriani, 

Milan 1910, 256‑278, and Tiberii Alpharani De Basilicae Vaticanae Structura, published by M. Cerrati, 

Studi e Testi fasc. 26 (1914) xxxiv‑xxxvii. Originally described by G. Grimaldi, during the construction 

of the new St. Peter’s Basilica. 
52 Ibid. For original sources, see Plin. NH XVI.201; XXXVI.74; CIL VI.882 = 31191. For additional 

detailed information about this obelisk and its history, see Castagnoli, pp. 37-55. 
53 Ibid. For more detailed information, see plan in Lanciani, Pagan and Christian Rome 128. 
54 Ibid. Originally described by G. Grimaldi. For more information, see Hülsen, Il Circo di Nerone al 

Vaticano, in Miscellanea Ceriani, Milan 1910, 256‑278, and Tiberii Alpharani De Basilicae Vaticanae 

Structura, published by M. Cerrati, Studi e Testi fasc. 26 (1914) xxxiv‑xxxvii. 
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Figure 6: Interpretation of the possible location of the Circus Gai et Neronis, where St. Peter’s 

Basilica now resides. Visual aid to the text. Copyright: José Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro. Based on an 

image from 

https://web.archive.org/web/20100305113143/http://www.saintpetersbasilica.org/images.htm. 

At the same time, Caligula also had another separate space, “east of the Via Triumphalis,55 where 

he was [also] fond of having [more private] horse races.”56 This was known as the Gaianum, and 

                                                 
55 Reg. Cat.; Hemerol. Filoc. ad v Kal. April., CIL i². p. 314, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aentry%3Dgaianu

m. 
56 Cass. Dio lix. 14, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aentry%3Dgaianu

m. 
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it was more of an open area57 versus a built circus, although “from inscriptions found in the 

vicinity,58 it appears to have been surrounded by statues of successful charioteers.”59 No hard 

dates are associated with it in terms of when the Gaianum came into being during Caligula’s 

reign, or when it disappeared, and since it was not as defined a space as the circus, the Gaianum 

eventually became absorbed into the lands that would make up the Horti Domitiae (see Figures 

2, 3). 

After Caligula, the Horti Agrippinae must have passed to his successor, Emperor Tiberius 

Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, popularly known as Claudius. Unfortunately, other than 

accounts of Emperor Claudius (41–54 CE) using the Circus Gai et Neronis for entertainment,60 

not much is known. The next major episode in this horti’s history came after Emperor Nero 

Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, popularly known as Nero, inherited the property, during 

which time it became known as the Horti Neronis, or the Horti Gaius et Neronis. During his 

reign (54–68 CE), Emperor Nero opened up and used the circus for mass public entertainment 

and displays.61 These public events were taking place by 59 CE.62 Nero also opened up the Horti 

                                                 
57 Reg. Cat.; Hemerol. Filoc. ad v Kal. April., CIL i². p. 314, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aentry%3Dgaianu

m. For additional detailed information about this monument, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 32-34. Also 

see Castagnoli, p. 81. 
58 CIL vi. 10052-4, 10057-8, 10067, 33937, 33953; BC 1902, 177-185, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aentry%3Dgaianu

m. 
59 HJ 662; DAP 2. viii. 355-60; BC 1896, 248-9, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aentry%3Dgaianu

m. 
60 See Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Circus Gai et Neronis,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. For original sources, see cf. Suet. Claud. 21; Tac. Ann. XIV.14 (?); Suet. 

Nero 53 (?). 
61 Davies, p. 158. 
62 Ibid. 
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Neronis to those left homeless after the Great Fire of Rome in 64 CE.63 Then, around the same 

time, he also opened up and used circus to cruelly and publically execute Christians whom he 

blamed for the fire.64 One of the bridges in the area that connected the imperial horti to the 

greater city, referred to as the Pons Neronianus,65 was also supposedly built by Emperor Nero,66 

which connected the circus and Horti Neronis to the rest of Rome; perhaps because of the 

circus’s new public nature.67 

Finally, there was the Horti Domitiae. These gardens are most commonly attributed to 

being the “gardens of Domitia [Longina], the wife of Emperor Domitian,”68 though it has also 

suggested that they were actually owned by the paternal aunt of Nero of a similar name, whom 

Nero assassinated, “and took hold of her possessions.”69 If this was the case, there would still 

have been a high likelihood that these gardens then got passed down through the imperial owners 

to Emperor Titus Flavius Domitianus, popularly known as Domitian (81–96 CE). The Horti 

Domitiae was “located on the right bank of the Tiber, and probably extended eastwards to about 

the middle of the new Palazzo di Giustizia.”70 These gardens “[would continue] to be called the 

                                                 
63 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
64 Ibid. For an eyewitness account and criticism of this event, see Tac. Ann. XV.44. 
65 For additional detailed information about this bridge, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 34-36, 39. Also see 

Castagnoli, pp. 29-31, 33, 35, 152. 
66 Some believe it was built earlier by Caligula, and later got attributed to Nero. For more information on 

this debate, see Robinson (1992), 85; Tomei (1998), 27; J.Le Gall, Le Tibre, fleuve de Romedans 

l’antiquité (Paris, 1953), 74-93, 205-211. Contra: Boatwright (1987), 166; Grimal (1943), 140. 
67 Davies, pp. 158, 160-161. 
68 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original sources, see CIL VI.16983, cf. 34106 c; HJ 662; DAP 2.VIII.378. 
69 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 16. 
70 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original source, see BC 1889, 173‑174. 
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Horti Domitiae as late as the time of Aurelian [270–275 CE],”71 although Emperor Domitian 

ultimately died without an heir, and after some turmoil with succession, it seems that this 

imperial-owned property was inherited by the next set of emperors starting with Emperor Marcus 

Cocceius Nerva, popularly known as Nerva (96–98 CE).  

Aside from containing the space that was the Gaianum, the other entertainment feature 

that resided within this horti was the Naumachia Vaticana. This title is “the modern name for 

[this] structure,” which lay just northwest of where the Mausoleum of Hadrian would come to 

reside.72 “The ruins of [this structure] were excavated in 1743[,] and of which traces have been 

found later.”73 Some scholars believe that it was built by Emperor Marcus Ulpius Traianus, 

popularly known as Trajan (98–117 CE), “to whose period the brick-facing [belonged, or] 

perhaps [it was] a rebuilding of that of Domitian in the same or another place.”74 Hence, it is 

unclear when this built feature appeared in this horti. The one feature that can be properly dated 

that resided within the Horti Domitiae was the Mausoleum for Emperor Publius Aelius 

Hadrianus (117–138 CE), popularly known as Hadrian (see Figure 7). 

 

                                                 
71 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original source, see Hist. Aug. Aurel. 49. 
72  DAP I. x. (1842), 431-470; NS 1899, 436; BC 1911, 204-205, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-vaticana. For additional, detailed 

information about this monument, see Castagnoli, p. 81. 
73 Ibid. For a full discussion of the identification of this building, its history, and bibliography, see Hulsen 

in DAP 2. viii. 353-388; HJ 660-661; cf. BC 1914, 394-5 for objections. 
74 AJA 1912, 417, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-vaticana. 
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Figure 7: Reconstructed model of Hadrian’s Mausoleum. General visual aid to what’s mentioned 

in the text. Visual aid to compare with Augustus’s Mausoleum (Figure 33). Copyright: Jean-

Pierre Dalbéram. https://www.romewise.com/castel-sant-angelo-rome.html. 

This grand, circular tomb was completed in 139 CE,75 after Emperor Hadrian’s death, though his 

ashes would be placed in there ultimately. The building “was faced with blocks of Parian 

marble,” and had a number of different bronze statues adorning the roof of it,76 including 

peacocks, which were symbols of immortality, a very “divine” trait to be associated with.77 It is 

                                                 
75 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 336‑338, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Mausoleum Hadriani.” 

LacusCurtius • Hadrian’s Mausoleum, n.d. 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Mausoleum_Hadriani.html. For dedicatory inscription and other records, see CIL VI.984‑995. 
76 Ibid. For a detailed account of the building, see Procopius (B. G. I.22). 
77 For more examples of this kind of iconography used by Emperor Hadrian, see Davies, pp. 95-96. For an 

image of one of these bronze peacock statues, see Davies, p. 108. 
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also important to note that Emperor Hadrian did commission and complete the other bridge in 

the nearby vicinity in 134 CE78 that helped connect his mausoleum and the Trans-Tiberum horti 

to each other, the Pons Aelius,79 as well as to the Campus Martius,80 notably. 

Going back to the Horti Neronis momentarily, it is also important to note one other 

addition to this horti that most likely occurred under either Trajan’s or Hadrian’s reign.81 That 

addition was of the Phrygianum. The Phrygianum was a shrine or small sanctuary to the goddess 

Magna Mater and her mystery cult “on the right bank of the Tiber,” “known from several 

inscriptions on fragmentary marble altars.”82 Magna Mater was another name for the Eastern 

goddess Cybele,83 whose cult became absorbed into, and very popular in, the Roman Empire.84 

Due to conflicting evidence, some scholars believe the Phrygianum was near the Circus Gai et 

Neronis, while others believe it was closer to the Gaianum.85 Having a shrine to the goddess 

close to either of these features potentially had a greater significance that will be discussed in 

detail later in Chapter 6. 

Two final elements that must be discussed in relation to the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti 

and the greater area’s history are two necropolises that existed in the Trans-Tiberum area, close 

                                                 
78 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 396‑397, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Pons Aelius.” 

LacusCurtius • Bridges of Rome - Pons Aelius, n.d. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Pons_Aelius.html. For original sources, see Cass. Dio LXIX.23; CIL VI.973; Not. app.; Pol. Silv. 545. 
79 Ibid. For original source, see cf. Ill. 34. 
80 Observation made on a map of ancient Rome that I own. 
81 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
82 CIL vi. 497-504, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0054:id=magna-mater-in-vaticano. 
83 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
84 For additional reading, see Gee, 2011, pp. 63–83. 
85 For additional detailed information about this monument, including arguments and evidence for the 

Phrygianum’s possible location, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 29-32. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 71-80. 
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to the gardens. One necropolis now resides underneath the Vatican and St. Peter’s Basilica (see 

Figure 8), near where the Horti Agrippinae and subsequent Horti Neronis was located.86 The 

other was along the Via Triumphalis (see Figures 9, 10), which led up towards these imperial 

horti.87 The latter necropolis existed first, with the first tombs appearing around the 1st century 

BCE and use continuing up until the 4th century CE.88 This necropolis was also spread out over a 

much bigger area, and was larger, in that countless tombs or features have been documented 

during archaeological excavations.89 As for the second necropolis, it came into existence starting 

around the second half of the 1st century CE,90 along the Via Cornelia, and by the time this 

necropolis was covered over by old St. Peter’s Basilica by Emperor Constantine in the 4th 

century CE,91 there were at least 23 individual and family freestanding tombs situated within it, a 

far smaller number.92 The intriguing element about these particular tombs though was that at 

some point, some of these tombs started to “invade” the boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae and 

subsequent Horti Neronis.93 This trend is curious since originally, the tombs resided exclusively 

outside horti borders. Possible motives for why this event occurred will be discussed at a later 

point in Chapter 6. Hence, with that, the stages that are the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti of the 

                                                 
86 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 42. For additional detailed information about necropolises in the 

surrounding area, including this one, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
87 Ibid., p. 142. For additional detailed information about necropolises in the surrounding area, see 

Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
88 Ibid., p. 143. 
89 For more detailed information, see Ibid., pp. 141-285. 
90 Ibid., p. 42. 
91 Ibid., p. 20. Also see, Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Circus Gai et 

Neronis,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. For more detailed information, see plan in Lanciani, Pagan and 

Christian Rome 128. 
92 Ibid., p. 40. Also see Gee, 2011, pp. 64-65. 
93 For more information, see Gee, 2003. Also see Gee, 2011. 
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Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd century emperors and the surrounding area have been set 

up in order to begin closer examinations. 

 

 

Figure 8: Detailed layout of the necropolis under St. Peter’s Basilica. Liverani, Spinola, and 

Zander. The Vatican Necropoles: Rome’s City of the Dead. (Brepols Publishers, 2010). General 

visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 
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Figure 9: Detailed layout of some of the necropolis along the Via Triumphalis. Liverani, Spinola, 

and Zander. The Vatican Necropoles: Rome’s City of the Dead. (Brepols Publishers, 2010). 

General visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 
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Figure 10: Detailed layout of some of the necropolis along the Via Triumphalis. Liverani, 

Spinola, and Zander. The Vatican Necropoles: Rome’s City of the Dead. (Brepols Publishers, 

2010). General visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

GARDENS OF THE ELITES 

Now that a basic understanding of the Trans-Tiberum horti and area’s history and built 

features have been provided, the next step is to understand what these horti were, beyond the 

basic definition of an enclosure with plants.94 I argue that these horti were a convergence 

between pleasure gardens and sacred groves. To assert this argument, these next two chapters 

will dissect each of these types of spaces in order to understand what private pleasure gardens 

and sacred groves were as historically defined by the Romans, and what they might have looked 

like. Furthermore, in the case of pleasure gardens, specific examples of elite-owned pleasure 

gardens will be examined to demonstrate the precedent of elite Roman ownership of manicured 

green spaces, and a bit about what kind of relationship the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian 

and early 2nd-century emperors, had with their horti in terms of how they might have maintained 

or used them. In the case of the sacred groves, two key sacred grove examples will be examined 

to help determine a fundamental change in the viewing and nature of the imperial horti. 

To begin, this section will focus on the pleasure gardens, which evidence for in 

archaeology and literature appears around the end of the Republican period, and continues in the 

Imperial period. Aside from the use of specific examples of elite-owned gardens to show 

precedent, artistic evidence and scholarly evidence will be used to support ideas of what these 

gardens looked like and some of the bigger themes associated with them. Aside from their uses 

in connection with these pleasure gardens, garden frescoes as a medium will also be discussed in 

                                                 
94 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 483. 
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terms of the tradition they came from, and how they might have represented the idea of a divine 

paradise. Additionally, garden tombs will be discussed in terms of their similarities to home 

pleasure gardens, and how the precedent of the tomb garden might have been the influence for 

Hadrian’s mausoleum being placed within the Horti Domitiae. Furthermore, I will also be 

introducing the concept of heterotopia in this chapter and how pleasure gardens met the 

definition of this term in that they “[brought] spaces and locations that are incompatible with 

each other together in a single real space, creating an illusionary or a perfect space.”95 They were 

“[displays] of quite separate things as a whole.”96 The overall goal of this chapter is to reveal 

what general features the imperial horti might have shared with pleasure gardens, in order to 

create a more complete picture of what these horti might have looked like during the reigns of 

the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors, beyond the larger, more well-

known monuments previously discussed in the last chapter, as well as start to establish what 

larger ideological concepts lay behind both of these green spaces. 

Nature’s Pleasures & Hidden Wealth: 

 During the early Republican period, most privately owned green spaces were either large 

farms97 or small, utilitarian vegetable gardens.98 Starting around the late Republican period 

though, one started to see the emergence of private gardens, of varying sizes, that were owned by 

                                                 
95 Ergin, p. 161. 
96 Ibid. 
97 For more detailed information about Roman farms, see Cato, “On Agriculture,” 1934. 
98 Carroll, 2003, p. 31. 
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well-off owners in both rural and urban settings.99 These new green spaces did not serve a 

strictly utilitarian use as the previous ones had, but rather, started also serving as backdrops for 

pleasure, and with that, as sources of pride and status for the owners. “The Romans had a 

concept called Otium, which described a contemplative way of life in the countryside.”100 “Its 

opposite was Negotium, which referred to negotiation, business, and the conditions of city 

life.”101 The wealthier a Roman family was, the more opportunities they had to step away from 

their public duties without compromising their very livelihoods and experience this Otium. As 

such, they sought to flaunt this ability to their peers in subtle, but meaningful ways. Hence, one 

of the main purposes for a private pleasure garden’s existence was to serve as a display canvas to 

showcase the owner’s wealth, status, and ability to partake in such leisure. 

 The pleasure garden achieved this purpose in a few different ways.102 To begin, the size 

alone of the garden space was an indication of wealth. Another was the quantity, quality, and 

variety of the vegetation that was planted in the garden. Archaeological fieldwork done by 

Wilhelmina Jashemski at Pompeii and Villa Oplontis in the 1960s revealed that Roman pleasure 

gardens could contain everything from trees, such as oak, pine, plane, fig, olive, and various 

types of fruit and nut trees, to small grapevine vineyards and pomegranate groves, to smaller 

plants and flowers such as legumes, clovers, lupines, mint, chickweed, mustard, sorrel, 

                                                 
99 For more detailed information about this transition/evolution of the garden space, see Jashemski, 

Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 17-71. For additional reading and evidence on 

gardens in both urban and rural settings, see MacDougall, ed. 1987. 
100 “Notions of Leisure: From Otium to Wellness.” The Guggenheim Museums and Foundation. The 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, n.d. https://www.guggenheim.org/teaching-materials/countryside-

the-future/notions-of-leisure-from-otium-to-wellness. 
101 Ibid. 
102 For additional reading, see MacDougall, ed. 1987. 
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buttercups, multiple types of poppies, morning glories, lilies, date palms, ferns, and more.103 

Evidence for trees was also backed up by her team’s discoveries of preserved root cavities at 

sites like Villa Oplontis.104 What’s more, the wealthier the owner was, the more likely they could 

acquire better quality plants in larger numbers, and a greater variety of plants, including 

acquiring ones that were imported from faraway places versus local ones.105 There have also 

been suggestions in scholarship that Roman generals and soldiers brought back plants from lands 

they helped conquer, and planted them in their gardens as reminders of these triumphs for others 

to see.106 All of that said, all this vegetation required a lot of upkeep, including, most 

importantly, sufficient access to water. With water, in general, being such a precious commodity, 

either being able to afford to live near a decent water source, or afford to have it pumped in 

through pipes required a certain amount of wealth.107 The wealthier one was, the more water they 

could supply, the bigger the gardens they could have, and the more plants they could supply in 

that space. Not only that but if one could afford to pump in enough water, they could also include 

fountains and pools within their garden as further indicators of their wealth (see Figure 11).108 

Undoubtedly though, labor was also required for the upkeep of these spaces. Thus, it stands to 

reason that wealthier Roman elites with bigger gardens would have also been able to afford more 

manual labor, whether that was from slaves or otherwise. 

 

                                                 
103 MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
104 Ibid., pp. 64-69. 
105 For more detailed information, see Marzano, pp. 196–244. 
106 For more detailed information and specific examples, see Ibid.  
107 Bowe, pp. 28-32. 
108 Ibid., p. 32. 
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Figure 11: Peristyle garden in the House of the Vetti, Pompeii. Reconstructed. A visual example 

of water features. Google Images, Public Domain. 

https://historyandarchaeologyonline.com/ancient-roman-gardens/. 

Two final indicators of wealth found in these pleasure gardens were birds and artwork. Literary 

sources such as Marcus Varro’s On Agriculture indicate that aviaries were features of some of 

these gardens.109 Importing and keeping birds110 would not only add a level of liveliness to the 

atmosphere of the garden (see Figure 12 for example) but would insure this year-round instead of 

relying on native birds alone. 

 

                                                 
109 For more detailed information on aviaries, see Varro, “On Agriculture,” 1934. 
110 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 293. 
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Figure 12: Garden fresco from the House of the Marine Venus, 1st century BCE. Copyright: 

Natasha Sheldon. Visual evidence depicting birds in a garden, creating a lively atmosphere. 

https://historyandarchaeologyonline.com/ancient-roman-gardens/. 

Just as with the plants, the ability to import birds from farther distances111 in greater numbers and 

varieties could reflect the level of wealth of the owner of the garden as well.112 Meanwhile, the 

other elements that added ambiance to the garden aside from the birds and the water features 

were art pieces such as fresco paintings and sculptures. Surviving examples from numerous sites 

(see Figures 13-17) reveal how on the walls of the gardens, or sometimes even on the hallways 

of the house leading to the outside, frescoes were painted of imaginary garden settings with some 

                                                 
111 Most likely from conquered imperial lands such as Egypt, Judea, and North Africa, among others. 
112 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 293. 
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of the same features, such as fountains, various species of trees, including fruit-bearing ones, 

flowers, and birds, that were all found in the real ones.113 

 

 

Figure 13: Second Pompeian Style paintings on the walls surrounding the Viridarium (small 

garden) of the Villa Poppaea at Oplontis, 1st century CE. Demonstrates a depiction of an 

imaginary garden scene. Copyright: Miguel Hermoso Cuesta. 

https://www.teachercurator.com/art/villa-poppaea-frescoes/. 

                                                 
113 Marzano, p. 199. 
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Figure 14: Second Style paintings on the walls surrounding the small gardens of the Villa 

Poppaea at Oplontis, 1st century CE. Demonstrates a depiction of an imaginary garden scene. 

Copyright: Roberto Piperno. https://www.romeartlover.it/Hercula7.html. 
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Figure 15: Garden fresco from the Villa of Livia, second half of the 1st century BCE, Rome, 

Museo Nazionale Romano di Palazzo Massimo. Demonstrates a depiction of an imaginary 

garden scene. https://www.milestonerome.com/2018/04/the-painted-garden-from-the-villa-of-

livia-for-naturemw/. 
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Figure 16: Garden fresco wall painting from the Villa of Livia, second half of the 1st century 

BCE. Demonstrates a depiction of an imaginary garden scene. 

https://www.ancienthistorylists.com/rome-history/top-10-outstanding-ancient-roman-arts/. 
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Figure 17: Garden fresco from the Villa of Livia, second half of the 1st century BCE, Rome, 

Museo Nazionale Romano di Palazzo Massimo. Demonstrates a depiction of an imaginary 

garden scene. https://www.milestonerome.com/2018/04/the-painted-garden-from-the-villa-of-

livia-for-naturemw/. 

Numerous theories suggest that this was done to either make the actual garden look larger than it 

was, to add to or to reflect the physical versions of these elements that were already in the 

garden, or to supplement for real versions of these elements.114 Having both real and imaginary 

gardens at the same time certainly would have been a reflection of greater wealth versus having 

one or the other. Furthermore, a number of these frescoes found depicted idealized garden scenes 

with many different species of plants and animals all appearing at once in the same “space” that 

                                                 
114 For copious scholarship arguments and numerous examples in different garden settings, see Ibid. See 

Marzano’s reference to Hellenistic paradesoi, in particular. In addition, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha 

Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 286-299; Campbell, pp. 32-34, 37-38; and Bergmann, 2008, pp. 

53–70. 
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normally wouldn’t appear together.115 This might have been to further emphasize the owner or 

owners’ efforts to collect a wider variety of plants and birds for their gardens in order to 

showcase their wealth.116 This might have even been a means of supplementing that collecting 

effort. 

Meanwhile, the sculptures that were placed throughout a garden could reflect wealth 

through their quality and quantity, but also through which artists made them, whether they were 

famous pieces, and whether they were original pieces or copies of original pieces.117 Oftentimes 

as well, there was a theme to the types of sculptures that were found in a pleasure garden.118 One 

example, suggested through archaeological evidence, seems to have been having a Dionysian 

theme119 with sculptures or busts of mythical figures that represented life pleasures, such as 

sculptures or busts of Dionysus, satyrs, Diana, Venus, and more.120 This would have been perfect 

theming for a pleasure garden, especially once one considers that besides enjoying the garden 

privately, the other purpose of a pleasure garden was to use it as a backdrop for elite dinner 

parties, where guests could dine and converse amidst all of these luxuries.121 These would, in 

fact, be the main occasions when homeowners could showcase their wealth and status through all 

of these garden features as well as through the food, drink, and entertainment they provided to 

their guests. As a result, these dining occasions seem to have influenced other possible thematic 

                                                 
115 For more detailed information and examples, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and 

Gleason, eds. pp. 286-299. 
116 Ibid., p. 293. 
117 Marzano, p. 197. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 356-357. 
120 For a well-documented example of this specific theme, see Tucci, pp. 117–124. 
121 Campbell, pp. 33-34. 
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choices for the art in these gardens.122 Other thematic choices suggested through archaeological 

evidence have been philosophers and scholars, certain heroes and their stories, myths warning 

against pride and hubris, and famous Greek statues or copies of famous Greek statues.123 Some 

of these examples have been suggested as having been used as conversation starters during 

parties, or as a means for the host or hosts to showcase their education and knowledge124 of the 

philosophers or mythology.125 Such knowledge could have further indicated the owner’s status 

and wealth since they were able to be well-educated.126 

However, the last two examples are a different story. Themes of myths warning against 

pride and hubris more likely could have been subtle attempts by Roman elites to remind or 

pressure each other to maintain a degree of humility, with all this wealth and luxuries, one easily 

ran the risk of being accused of being too extravagant.127 Such accusations of this “crime” were 

made by some Roman authors, such as Plutarch, towards copious characters such as Consul L. 

Licinius Lucullus and soldier C. Marius.128 Hence, a home and garden owner had to walk a fine 

line between being able to proudly display their status in Roman society while still maintaining a 

degree of piety. The last example held a very similar problem. While Greek culture was very 

well-received by the Romans, and Greek artworks became highly prized and sought after, with 

                                                 
122 For more detailed information and examples, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and 

Gleason, eds. pp. 341-365. 
123 For more detailed information and examples, see Ibid. Also see Tucci, pp. 117–124. 
124 Marzano, pp. 196-197. 
125 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 357. 
126 Marzano, pp. 196-197, 200. For more complete details regarding the discussion of intellectual leisure 

and the elite self-representation in the Roman garden, see Marzano, pp. 196-203. 
127 Ibid., p. 200.  
128 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 247. 
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many being taken from Greek lands and imported into Roman-occupied areas,129 owning or 

displaying too many Greek materials, such as Greek sculptures, might have led to one being 

accused of being “too Greek.” This kind of accusation may seem like a ludicrous notion to us 

today, but to the Romans, this was a serious matter. The Roman people took pride in their 

identity, especially male Roman citizens. The ideal Roman identity was to be a farmer who 

tended their land, who, when called to war, went to fight in battle, and then returned once more 

to tend to their land.130 This was an ideal many Roman citizens strove for, even if there was no 

way for some people of certain social strata to actually achieve this goal. This desired goal could 

also have been another driver for these pleasure gardens becoming popular, since even though 

they weren’t fully utilitarian like actual farms or the simple vegetable gardens of the past, Roman 

elites could still represent this idea of the good Roman citizen “tending to his land” while 

simultaneously showcasing an ability to partake in Otium. This sought-after ideal thus 

demonstrates that there was a desire to maintain a sense of “Romaness.” Being knowledgeable of 

Greek culture, and being able to display Greek art, were desirable qualities for elite Romans, but 

one had to maintain a balance in how this was represented in these pleasure gardens through, 

again, displaying sculptural groups by themes.131 

All of these collecting habitats for these pleasure gardens, whether it be birds, plants, or 

art, also reflect a much bigger concept being represented in these gardens, and that is the concept 

                                                 
129 For additional reading regarding the collecting and display of Greek sculptures in elite gardens and 

horti, see Cursi, pp. 124–140. 
130 Cato, “On Agriculture,” p. 3. The best example of this ideal is seen in the story of Lucius Quinctius 

Cincinnatus, as famously recounted in Liv. III.12. 
131 For an example of this, see Tucci, pp. 117–124. For additional reading regarding the collecting and 

display of Greek sculptures in elite gardens and horti, see Cursi, pp. 124–140. 
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of a heterotopia. As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, a heterotopia “brings spaces 

and locations that are incompatible with each other together in a single real space, creating an 

illusionary or a perfect space where people can take a break from traditional time,” and “it is a 

display of quite separate things as a whole.”132 By importing all these countless birds, plants, and 

Greek artworks into these single garden spaces, the owners of these pleasure gardens were, in 

fact, bringing numerous geographical locations and elements together symbolically into one 

space that normally didn’t go together to create ideal, “perfect” spaces that would allow them to 

take a break from the Negotium to focus on the Otium, as previously discussed. These “perfect 

spaces” were further emphasized by the addition of the idealized garden frescos around or near 

these garden areas, as previously discussed earlier in this chapter. Thus, a pleasure garden was 

indeed “a display of quite separate things as a whole.”133 

In the end, with all of these precedents regarding the collecting of plants and birds, the 

collecting and displaying of art, artistic themes, maintenance of these gardens,134 and more, I 

argue that the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti had many of these same physical elements within 

them that the pleasure gardens possessed, just on a much grander scale. There were also the 

larger, and more well-known built features within these horti, which were discussed in depth in 

the previous chapter. That said, I argue there were also probably smaller features, including 

water features, aviaries, and sculptural works,135 placed throughout the vegetation within these 

                                                 
132 Ergin, p. 161. 
133 Ibid. 
134 For additional readings on decorating gardens and using them as expressions of status, see Gazda, 

2014; also see Carroll, 2015, pp. 533-551. 
135 For additional reading regarding the collecting and display of Greek sculptures in elite gardens and 

horti, see Cursi, pp. 124–140. 
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imperial horti. Furthermore, there might also have been painted frescoes with various scenes, 

such as of myths or ideal gardens, on walls or structures within these horti, and areas for dining 

and entertaining guests. These spaces also probably had a wide variety of plant species planted in 

them such as different flowers, shrubs, and maybe even a few trees. What’s more, some of the 

same bigger thematic ideas tied to pleasure gardens could have also applied to these imperial 

horti. These horti could also have been considered heterotopia because of the use of the same 

practices of combining and displaying numerous plants, birds, and artworks from different 

geographical regions that appeared in the pleasure gardens as well. Furthermore, even the Julio-

Claudians and later emperors had to be wary of being too extravagant,136 and showing too much 

preference for other cultures, including the Greeks.137 All of this information is important for 

understanding the viewing experience of these imperial horti, and what they might have looked 

like beyond the previously discussed monuments residing in them. Unfortunately, given that 

Trans-Tiberum imperial horti are long gone and there is only some concrete archeological 

evidence remaining of them, one can only speculate on a lot of these things. Then again, the 

garden at Villa Oplontis was one of the sites Wilhelmina Jashemski and her team excavated and 

did extensive fieldwork on.138 What’s more, current scholarship and certain archaeological 

evidence suggests that this particular villa might have actually belonged to Nero’s second wife, 

                                                 
136 Emperor Nero was most notably accused of this with the Domus Aurea and numerous other acts. For 

original sources of some of these accusations, see Cass. Dio LXIV.4, Tac. Ann. XIV.13-15. 
137 Emperor Hadrian was known for his love of Greek philosophy, Athens, and having a Greek lover. For 

more information on Hadrian’s encounters with Greeks and Greek culture, see Birley, Anthony R. 

“Hadrian and Greek Senators.” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 1997, pp. 209–245. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20189981. 
138 See MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
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Poppaea Sabina at some point.139 If this was indeed true, then the records of Jashemski and her 

team’s archaeological finds, including their identifications of various plants and trees,140 could 

serve as possible evidence for what an imperially-patronized garden might have looked like, and 

could allow one to better reconstruct similar spaces such as the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti in 

more detail. 

Real or Imagined Spaces?: 

While I’ve discussed garden frescoes earlier on in this chapter, it has mostly been to 

connect them to the aesthetic appearances of these pleasure gardens. Beyond those discussions 

though, these garden frescoes as stand-alone pieces represented bigger ideas and influences 

beyond simply being additional attempts by garden owners to display wealth by creating 

illusions of bigger, grander gardens, or illusions of possessing wider varieties of plants and birds. 

As previously stated, these garden images depicted examples of real elements that were found in 

the actual gardens, which further informs what these spaces looked like.141 With that, some of the 

most well-preserved examples of realistic garden depictions were found at Pompeii.142 Some of 

these frescoes depicted basic garden plans, such as an example seen from the Villa Imperiale in 

                                                 
139 “Villa A, Also Known as Villa Poppaea.” Pompeii Sites. Archaeological Park of Pompeii, May 31, 

2018. http://pompeiisites.org/en/oplontis-en-2/villa-poppaea/. For additional reading and scholarship, see 

Muntasser, Nayla K., and John R. Clarke, eds. Oplontis: Villa A ("of Poppaea") at Torre Annunziata, 

Italy. the Decorations: Painting, Stucco, Pavements, Sculptures. 2. Vol. 2. (New York: American Council 

of Learned Societies, 2019). 
140 See MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
141 For additional reading, see Bergmann, Bettina. “The Concept of Boundary in the Roman Garden.” 

Essay. In Le Jardin Dans L'antiquité: Introduction Et Huit Exposés Suivis De Discussions, edited by 

Kathleen Coleman, Pascale Derron, Christian E. Loeben, Stephanie Dalley, Prioux Évelyne, Rabun M. 

Taylor, Annalisa Marzano, et al., pp. 245–299. Vandœuvres: Fondation Hardt Pour L'étude de L'antiquité 

Classique, 2014. 
142 For numerous examples, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds., 2018. 

Also see Bergmann, 2014, pp. 245–299. 
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Pompeii (see Figure 18).143 The fresco depicts a rectangular, fenced-off area with evenly spaced 

out trees, a large open area with a pool and fountain in the center, several openings to the garden, 

and pillars at copious positions.144 There have been several examples of this same fresco type 

found that depict many of these same basic features, along with statues, vases, and a few other 

simple elements.145 Depicted fencing would also sometimes switch between stone fences or reed 

wicker fences.146 

 

 

Figure 18: Miniature garden fresco from the Villa Imperiale, Pompeii. 15 BCE. Jashemski, 

Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. Gardens of the Roman Empire. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2018). An example of a more realistic garden depiction. Photo by 

Erin Jacobs. 

All of these repeating depictions further confirm that elements such as fountains, pools, and 

sculptures were standard features that were found across many of these pleasure gardens.147 

                                                 
143 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 279. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid. 
147 For additional reading, see Bergmann, 2014, pp. 245–299. 
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Additionally, the depiction of trees in the above garden fresco back up the discoveries made by 

Jashemski and her team at sites around the Pompeii area,148 and the depiction of pillars in the 

fresco also backs up examples of peristyle gardens that have been discovered and restored, most 

notably at Pompeii (see Figure 11 for example). Hence, since many of these features seem to 

have been truly characteristic of pleasure gardens, it thus further stands to reason that these 

similar features were likely also present in the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti as well, although 

probably on a grander scale. 

Unfortunately, this general notion of the art representing “the real thing” can really only 

be discussed to a certain extent with these garden frescoes. As previously discussed, some of the 

fancier, more detailed frescoes that adorned garden walls represented idealized gardens.149 These 

frescoes could depict flowers, vegetation, and animals that normally didn’t coexist in the same 

geographic location or climate.150 Birds from numerous geographic locations, or not native to the 

Italian peninsula were also sometimes depicted.151 These could have been realistic depictions 

given that, as previously discussed, there were practices of importing flowers and birds from 

other geographical regions, but again, these depictions might have also been used to instead 

supplement those efforts if the real things couldn’t be afforded by the garden owner.152 Hence, it 

would be too presumptuous to label all of these painted garden scenes as fully true-to-life. This is 

backed up by the fact that there were sometimes several species of flowers all depicted in full 

                                                 
148 MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
149 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 293. 
150 Ibid. 
151 Ibid. 
152 See Marzano, p. 199; also see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 286-

299; Campbell, pp. 32-34, 37-38; and Bergmann, 2008, pp. 53–70. 
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bloom at once when, in reality, many bloomed at different times of the year.153 Furthermore, 

given that water features, like fountains, were expensive to have,154 as previously mentioned, this 

could mean that some of the painted depictions of fountains in these frescoes might have been 

cheaper supplements to the real thing,155 rather than being representations of actual features 

present in the garden. What’s more, some garden frescoes had elements in them that simply 

weren’t real at all. A fresco from the House of the Golden Bracelet in Pompeii (see Figure 19) 

provides an excellent example of a depiction of an idealized, but irrational landscape.156 In 

addition to there being several different species of vegetation depicted, more than one flower 

species are all blooming at once. Spontaneous theater masks hang from the top of the image.157 

Pillars with realistic heads of people also support smaller framed images of nude women. None 

of these things would have actually been seen in these gardens. There are examples of sculpted 

portraits on smaller pillars that decorated some of these gardens, known as herms, that have been 

found,158 but the life-likeness depicted here suggests that we were meant to read them as actual 

heads. Hence, even those elements in this garden fresco aren’t technically realistic. 

 

 

                                                 
153 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 293. 
154 Bowe, pp. 28-32. 
155 For examples of painted water features, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, 

eds. pp. 292-297. 
156 Ibid., p. 293. 
157 A theater mask also hangs from the top of the garden scene depicted in Figure 11. 
158 For a prime example, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 358-359. 
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Figure 19: Garden fresco from the House of the Golden Bracelet, Pompeii; dating to the 1st 

century BCE or the 1st century CE. An example of a more idealized garden depiction. 

https://www.archaeology.org/issues/200-1601/features/3963-pompeii-casts-family-history. 

Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples, Italy/De Agostini Picture Library/L. 

Pedicini/Bridgeman Images. 

Therefore, it can also be difficult to determine how much these preserved frescos can tell 

us about individual garden landscapes found in any individual Roman dwelling, both in terms of 

how they really looked and what was really in them. They could have been more true to life, or 

they could have not. Then again, these idealized, depicted landscapes could have also alluded to 

other things. Aside from using them to aggrandize one’s garden, or to further showcase one’s 

wealth with these finely detailed images,159 these garden depictions might be a reflection of 

outside influence on Roman art, specifically regarding the paradeisoi and paradeisos. Paradeisoi 

                                                 
159 Ibid., p. 293. 



63 

 

were luxurious “royal gardens and hunting parks in Asia Minor, of the Persian satraps.”160 A 

paradeisos, meanwhile, could refer to “a lavish animal park; [depicted] in garden wall paintings” 

by the Greeks,161 hence being visual representations of these paradeisoi. However, the term 

paradeisos was also used “in Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean provinces [during] the 

Hellenistic period” to refer to everything “from cereal crops to royal groves.”162 This latter usage 

of the term paradeisos, as well as the term paradeisoi, will be useful shortly in this chapter when 

comparing pleasure gardens with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. The former use of the term 

paradeisos, as it relates to the Greek world, is significant. While the previous image examples of 

Roman garden frescoes provided might not necessarily be depicting lots of animals in garden 

spaces aside from copious bird species, there were other frescoes found within elite Roman 

dwellings, the best-preserved examples coming from Pompeii, that did depict scenes of with 

more animals in them, including hunting scenes (see Figure 20). Therefore, there seems to have 

been a level of influence drawn from this specific type of Greek wall painting. 

Beyond that, these ideal settings may have been used to allude to a sense of a divine 

paradise.163 The theme or idea of a “divine paradise” was not exclusive to the Romans. Many 

civilizations and their religions had the archetypal “divine paradise” or “garden of the gods” 

embedded somewhere in their psyche.164 This could have been a way of associating nature with 

the divine. Therefore, many great elites or leaders of these civilizations strove to create a 

 

                                                 
160 Ibid., p. 483. 
161 Clarke, 1991, p. 376. 
162 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 483. 
163 For more details about the idea and its history, see Carroll, 2003, pp. 122-133. 
164 Ibid., pp. 125-128. 
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Figure 20: Central garden/hunting fresco from the House of the Ceii, Pompeii; 2nd century BCE. 

An example of a hunting scene depiction/a scene with animals in it found in the Roman world. 

Muñoz, Jacob. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/newly-restored-pompeiian-

frescoes-capture-hunting-scene-vivid-detail-180977116/. 

physical representation or manifestation of these paradises in some way.165 If not a real garden, 

then why not a painted one to achieve this goal? Furthermore, an imaginary garden full of 

unrealistic depictions of plants and animals could easily work in that sense since divine realms 

were often viewed as either mysterious or far different from the real world. Hence, in a divine 

realm, all forms of plants and animals could appear simultaneously in the same place at once. 

                                                 
165 For more details and examples, see Ibid., pp. 122-133. 
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Thus, this practice of depicting idealized gardens in some ways could have been attempts by 

other Roman elites to subtly connect themselves to the divine. Furthermore, because of this idea 

of a divine, natural paradise that may underlie these idealized garden images, they could have 

also alluded to a similar fundamental idea regarding Roman sacred groves to be discussed next 

chapter, and with that, might represent a subtle connection between these two types of spaces. 

With all of these notions in mind, it further stands to reason that similarly idealized 

garden frescoes might have been found within the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. Remember, a 

paradeisos both referred to a type of garden wall painting,166 but also was used to refer to a 

variety of spaces including royal groves, which more closely ties back to the original definition 

of paradeisoi as royal gardens and hunting parks.167 Not only could these latter two definitions 

be applied to these horti directly, by including garden frescoes in these imperial horti that derived 

from this Greek wall painting tradition as decoration, the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian 

and early 2nd-century emperors, could have created subtle associations between these horti and 

these other royal garden traditions as a means of alluding to a similar royal status, without 

actually declaring themselves royal, which, again, they could not do as discussed in Chapter 1. 

Furthermore, the Julio-Claudians and later emperors could have used idealized garden frescoes 

in these horti in order to allude to and project a divine sense of paradise onto these horti, thus 

also slightly alluding to a more divine association for themselves. 

 

 

                                                 
166 Clarke, 1991, p. 376. 
167 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 483. 
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Grave Gardens: 

 One other important characteristic must be discussed concerning pleasure gardens, and 

that characteristic was that pleasure gardens were not just green spaces that represented the status 

of the living but also the dead.168 It was common practice to have tomb complexes or plots that 

contained some form of a garden within them.169 These tomb gardens possessed some of the 

same features as the pleasure gardens found in the standard Roman dwelling of the living. These 

tomb gardens were a variety of sizes and had a variety of vegetation within them, such as trees 

like laurel, myrtle, and cypress, flowers such as oleander, lilies, and roses, as well as other plants 

like rosemary, marigold, saffron, and more.170 Beyond these pleasurable plants though, these 

tomb gardens also possessed more utilitarian items like small fruit orchards and vineyards, which 

were often sold by the living family to pay for the upkeep of the tomb and garden, or used as 

offerings to the dead.171 Depending on the size of the garden, some of them certainly would have 

contained more varieties of plants and trees than others. These tomb gardens were also 

commonly accompanied by garden frescoes painted on tomb walls for some of the same reasons 

as the home pleasure gardens; to aggrandize the tomb garden, or to serve as a cheaper substitute 

if an actual tomb garden couldn’t be afforded.172 All of these elements serve to represent the 

status of the dead buried in the tomb complexes that housed these gardens.173 Furthermore, when 

living family members came to visit their deceased relatives or other people happened to be 

                                                 
168 Campbell, p. 31. 
169 For multiple examples of styles of tomb gardens, see Ibid., pp. 31-43. 
170 Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
171 Ibid., pp. 35-36. 
172 Ibid., pp. 37-38. 
173 Ibid., p. 31. 
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passing by these spaces in the necropolis, especially if the tombs were found along major roads, 

they would be able to stop and enjoy these gardens and remember the dead.174 This idea of tomb 

placement along major roads to spur remembrance of the dead by more people175 will be 

discussed further in Chapter 6. These pleasure gardens that accompanied tombs are significant 

though in regard to the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti for one particular reason, and that has to do 

with Hadrian’s mausoleum. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Emperor Hadrian ended up having his 

funerary mausoleum constructed within the confines of the Horti Domitiae. In doing so, in a 

sense, he was turning the entire horti into a tomb garden, and with the Via Cornelia and the Pons 

Aelius nearby, Emperor Hadrian would have had plenty of people see his grand tomb. This entire 

set-up might have been a means for Hadrian to leave a lasting impression in terms of status that 

went with pre-established cultural practices, thus being less likely to cause any controversy. 

Early Elite Horti: 

 As for establishing the precedent for private, green spaces with elite ownership, two of 

the best examples are the Horti Sallustiani and the Horti Caesaris (see Figure 21). The Horti 

Sallustiani was owned by the Roman historian Gaius Sallustius Crispus, popularly known as 

Sallust.176 Sallust (86 BCE – 35 BCE) “spent on them much of the wealth that he had amassed in 

 

                                                 
174 Ibid., pp. 32, 43. 
175 Ibid., p. 43. 
176 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 271‑272, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Horti Sallustiani.” 

LacusCurtius • Rome - The Gardens of Sallust, n.d. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Horti_Sallustiani.html. 
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Figure 21: Map of Rome with Horti (gardens) numerically marked; 5: Horti Sallustiani; 15: Horti 

Caesaris (both circled in red). Visual aid showing where these particular horti were located. 

Anne Hrychuk Kontokosta. https://doi.org/10.3764/aja.123.1.0045. 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-of-Rome-with-horti-marked-1-Horti-Agrippae-2-Horti-

Scipionis-3-Horti_fig5_327023107. 
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Numidia,”177 “and they probably remained in the family until the time of Tiberius,178 when they 

became imperial property.”179 Within these gardens, “many works of art and remains of various 

structures have been found.”180 Unfortunately, it is difficult to determine what existed there 

during Sallust’s time versus what came after under imperial control. Evidence181 suggests though 

that Sallust’s gardens during his time were, indeed, grand gardens, so grand in fact, that Sallust 

ran the risk of garnering accusations of extravagance by authors like Plutarch.182 If this was true, 

and these gardens were that grand, it would arguably make sense then why the imperial family 

eventually took them over. Many leaders of other civilizations sought to have the finest 

properties and items in their possessions, and one way they might have done this could have 

been by acquiring other lands from previous owners. Furthermore, it would then be reasonable to 

assume at least a share of the artworks and evidence found were probably tied to the time of 

Sallust’s ownership. 

As the second garden, as its name suggests, it was owned by Julius Caesar. According to 

the Roman author Horace, these gardens lay “on the right bank of the Tiber.”183 “Their exact 

limits are unknown, but they extended from a point near the porta Portuensis southwards along 

                                                 
177 Ibid. 
178 Ibid. For original sources, see supra, p216, n1; CIL VI.9005. 
179 Ibid. For original sources, see Tac. Ann. XIII.47; CIL VI.5863, 8670‑8672; xv.7249‑7250; Dig. 

XXX.39.8. 
180 For more detailed information on what archaeological evidence has been found, see Ibid. Also see, 

Mél. 1891, 167‑170; LS passim; Schreiber, Villa Ludovisi, passim; BC 1888, 3‑11; 1902, 69; 1906, 

159‑185; Mitt. 1889, 270‑274; 1892, 313; HJ 434‑5 and literature cited; Gilbert, III376 and literature 

cited; Homo, Aurélien 241; LR 415‑421; PT 78‑108, 158‑159, Middleton, II243‑5, Rivoira, RA 96‑99. 
181 For more details, see Ibid. 
182 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. Gardens of the Roman Empire, p. 247. 
183 Platner and Ashby (1929), pg. 265‑266, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Horti Caesaris.” 

LacusCurtius • Rome - The Horti Caesaris, n.d. 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Horti_Caesaris.html. For original source, see Hor. Sat. I.9.18. 
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the Via Portuensis.”184 It was within these gardens that Caesar supposedly smuggled in and 

entertained Cleopatra when she came to Rome in 44 BCE,185 and upon Caesar’s death, he stated 

in his will that the gardens be opened up and given to the people of Rome, according to several 

Roman authors.186 Given that Caesar was, in a sense, the “predecessor” to the Roman emperors, 

having been the first to attempt to establish himself as a single figurehead and main seat of 

authority in the Roman government, the idea that he owned private gardens might have seemed 

like a good element of his life to emulate, and one that would be seen as less controversial. Many 

later Roman military leaders still adored and admired Caesar after he died for his military 

conquest achievements, and after a comet was seen some months after his death during his 

funerary games, what became known as the Sidus Iulium, many Romans took this to mean 

Caesar’s soul had ascended and undergone a postmortem deification, or apotheosis.187 His life, 

however, had not been without trouble, given that he was too openly ambitious and made himself 

appear too much like a king, thus threatening the preservation of the republican government. 

Hence, other elite Romans in power, most notably the emperors, probably had to be careful in 

how they chose to tie themselves to him. As shall be explained more in Chapter 7, later leaders, 

starting with Augustus, had to be more subtle in their ambitions. Therefore, if connections or 

associations to Caesar were to be made, they had to make sense, such as with Augustus tying 

himself to his adoptive father, and probably be related to less controversial elements of Caesar’s 

life, such as his military prowess. With all of this said, in the end, what both of these private 

                                                 
184 Ibid. For original sources, see Tac. Ann. II.41; Plut. Brut. 20; HJ 643; RE III.1297. 
185 Ibid. For original source, see Cic. ad Att. XV.15.2. 
186 Ibid. For original sources, see Cic. Phil. II.109; Suet. Caes. 83; Appian, BC II.143; Cass. Dio XLIV.35. 
187 Scott, p. 257. For original sources, see Plin. NH. ii. 93; Suet. Vita Divi Iuli 88; Cass. Dio xlv. 7; Verg. 

Aen. viii. 681; x. 272. Also see Davies, p. 74. 
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gardens represent is a similar type of relationship to what the Julio-Claudians, and then the 

Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, probably had with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. 

They probably spent a decent amount of money on these spaces in terms of upkeep, as well as 

collected numerous artwork and other items to display within these spaces. There also certainly 

would have been times when the emperors would have partaken in private activities within these 

spaces. Thus, along with demonstrating elite ownership precedent, these two examples of private 

gardens are revealing in another important way in regard to some of the ways in which the 

emperors would have interacted with these spaces in the imperial horti.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GROVES OF THE GODS 

This chapter will now focus on sacred groves, and some of the bigger themes associated 

with them in order to make the argument that the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 

2nd-century emperors, were trying to cultivate similar associations with the Trans-Tiberum 

imperial horti. Known by the Romans as Lucus or luci, sacred groves were specific natural 

spaces, often wooded, that were usually tied to a specific deity188 and that deity’s cult, and had 

some type of temple or sanctuary within them.189 As we shall see, they also had many different 

kinds of activities that took place within them. Additionally, although they were similar to 

templum in that the ground areas within the templum boundaries were usually natural, overgrown 

spaces as well, sacred groves were different from templum because templum areas were mainly 

used to take auspices, observe signs from the gods, and could “refer to an area of the sky within 

which signs from the gods were observed.”190 

                                                 
188 Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 487. 
189 For some examples of sacred groves and their priesthoods see Simón, Francisco Marco. “Priests of the 

Groves (Re)Creating Ancient Rites in the Augustan Culture.” Acta Antiqua Academiae Scientiarum 

Hungaricae 55, no. 1-4 (2015): pp. 79–90. https://doi.org/10.1556/068.2015.55.1-4.5. For an ancient 

description of sacred groves, see Plin. NH XII.3–5. For additional reading, also see Ulback, Edward. “The 

Sacred Groves of Latium and Their Divinities.” The Classical Journal 29, no. 9 (June 1934): pp. 658–

662. For more information and descriptions about temple gardens and sacred groves, including 

differences, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. pp. 152-164; also see 

Carroll, Maureen. “Exploring the Sanctuary of Venus and Its Sacred Grove: Politics, Cult and Identity in 

Roman Pompeii.” Papers of the British School at Rome 78 (2010): pp. 63–106. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0068246200000817. This source provides an example and thorough examination 

of a temple garden site as well. 
190 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, pp. 86-87. Section 4.4. For original source, see Varro, de Ling. Lat. 

VII.8-10. For additional information, see Smith and Wayte, “A Dictionary of Greek and Roman 

Antiquities (1890),” 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0063:entry=templum-

cn&toc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0063%3Aalphabetic+letter%3DA. For an original reference to 
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This section will involve looking at two well-known sacred groves found in Rome, 

roughly near the same area where the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti were located. These were the 

sacred groves of Dea Dia and Furrina, or the Lucus Deae Diae and the Lucus Furrinae. Taking a 

closer look at these two venerable sacred groves in Rome will help us understand how they 

functioned as a structured environment much like a temple in their own ways. To do this will 

require looking at the structures, actions, deities, and priesthoods associated with each grove. 

Evidence that will help with this will include ancient records kept by one of the priesthoods 

associated with one of these groves, ancient literature involving the writings of Marcus Varro, 

Marcus Cato, and Pliny the Elder, and information from several modern scholarship sources. 

Understanding how these sacred groves functioned as an element within the sacred landscape of 

Rome, in turn, will help illuminate how and why the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and 

early 2nd-century emperors, might have desired some of those associations of sacred groves 

within their own constructed and orchestrated green spaces. 

As this chapter shall reveal, these groves filled an important spiritual niche within Roman 

religion, as they were fundamental in their own way to certain Roman cults and their ritualistic 

practices. Furthermore, these sacred groves were also fundamental manifestations of how 

Romans connected the divine to nature, and physical connections to the Romans’ revered past of 

Rome. By looking into these case study sacred groves, in addition to the scholarly, literary, and 

artistic evidence surrounding sacred groves and nature in general, I hope to then compare them 

with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti to determine similarities between these two spaces. My 

                                                 
templum and an example, see Liv. I.55. For more information on auspices, see Beard, North, and Price, 

Vol. 2, pp. 171-172. Section 7.2. For original source, see Cic. On the Nature of the Gods, II.10-12. 
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ultimate goal is to suggest a fundamental change in the nature and viewing experience of the 

Trans-Tiberum imperial horti through these similarities. This will also include introducing the 

concept of the “imperial gaze” by arguing that the emperor ended up symbolically filling a 

similar role to the Flamen by being the main overseer of space in regards to the imperial horti. 

Furthermore, these changes in the nature of the imperial horti would have allowed the Julio-

Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, to invoke these spiritual and 

historical connections the sacred groves possessed through these horti, and with that, suggest 

greater, more divine associations for themselves. In the end, this contribution to the sacred 

groves discussion is meant to be an art historical consideration of both of these types of spaces as 

built environments for orchestrated viewing experiences. In the case of sacred groves, as defined 

by Roman religious cult. 

Lucus Deae Diae: 

To begin, the Lucus Deae Diae belonged to Dea Dia, an ancient goddess of obscure 

origin in Roman history whose sphere of influence included agriculture, fertility, and cereal 

grains.191 One important rule immediately worth noting regarding her grove since it obviously 

would have affected certain priestly activities, as we shall see shortly, was that “no metal tool or 

                                                 
191 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 317‑319, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Luci.” LacusCurtius • 

Groves of Ancient Rome, August 21, 2012. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/luci.html. Source used to look up the name of the grove. For the rest of the information, see Beard, 

North, and Price, Vol. 1, pp. 194-195. Section 4.2. 
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blade” was normally allowed to enter her sacred space.192 The Arval Brethren was a powerful 

priesthood in ancient Rome that oversaw Dea Dia’s grove.193 

“[This] cult centre of the Arval Brothers was in a woodland clearing a few 

kilometers outside [the city of] Rome and included not just an aedes, [the shrine or 

dwelling place of a god], with a statue of the goddess Dea Dia [in it], but also a bath 

building, [a] tetrastylum, a building with four columns [that was] used as a dining-

room, a shrine of the imperial cult (caesareum), and a circus building for races.”194 

 

This set of buildings is significant, especially for the argument that the imperial horti were re-

creating a similar experience to these sacred groves. Circuses possessed a cosmic symbolism in 

their circular shape and in the activities that took place within them.195 Additionally, the circus, 

tetrastylum dining room, and bathing complex were all built features generally associated with 

more leisurely activities. Most importantly of all, aside from the presence of the shrine to the 

goddess herself, there was a shrine to the imperial cult, a unifying element of Roman religion 

across the empire which venerated the emperor and his past deified predecessors.196 Figure 22 

shows a conjectural layout of the sacred grove’s area and built features based on surviving 

archeological and historical evidence.197 While their presence is supported, there is uncertainty as 

                                                 
192 Flower, Harriet I. “The Art of Forgetting: Disgrace and Oblivion in Roman Political Culture.” (2006), 

p. 224. https://doi.org/10.5149/9780807877463_flower. 
193 Ibid., p. 223. For more ancient sources and records on this priesthood, see inscriptions: Gaius nos. 11–

16, Nero nos. 24–39, Domitian nos. 52–60, Commodus nos. 94–96; there are no Severan fragments 

before 213. 
194 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, p. 87. Section 4.5. 
195 For more detailed information regarding circuses and cosmic symbolism, see Davies, pp. 83-85. 
196 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 318. Section 7.0. For original source, see Cass. Dio. LI.20.7. 
197 “The Acts of the Arval Brethren of AD 118 (#hadrian1900) Following Hadrian.” FOLLOWING 

HADRIAN, January 21, 2018. https://followinghadrian.com/2018/01/21/the-acts-of-the-arval-brethren-of-

118-ad-hadrian1900/. Original source: Beard, M. Writing and Ritual: A Study of Diversity and Expansion 

in the Arval Acta. Papers of the British School at Rome, 53, (1985), pp. 114-162. 
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to the exact appearance of individual monuments.198 Their significance for my argument, 

mentioned above, will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 

 

Figure 22: Detailed layout of the sacred grove of the goddess Dea Dia with its various features. 

Visual aid to what’s mentioned in the text. Copyright: M. Beard. 

https://followinghadrian.com/2018/01/21/the-acts-of-the-arval-brethren-of-118-ad-hadrian1900/. 

These buildings though were mostly placed around the outer edges of the grove, with the inner 

parts being left naturally intact.199 This would suggest that the inner area of the grove was left a 

natural, overgrown, space. As to a possible reason for this layout of the built features, a record 

                                                 
198 See Beard, 1985, pp. 114-162. 
199 Flower, p. 224. 
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from the Arval Brethren indicates how important the trees and plants were to the defining 

identity of the Dea Dia’s sacred space: 

“Seven days before the Ides of November, the Arval Brothers assembled in the 

grove of Dea Dia on the Campanian Road, at the fifth milestone, on the instructions 

of Caius Porcius Priscus, the master. And there they made sacrifice because in a 

violent storm some trees in the sacred grove of Dea Dia were struck by lightning 

and burnt; and in expiation for uprooting those trees, striking them with iron and 

consuming them in fire, for grinding down their remains and then for replacing 

them with others, and for initiating the work and rebuilding altars for the occasion, 

sacred to Dea Dia – in expiation for these things a purificatory sacrifice was carried 

out with the offering of a full-grown pig, ram and bull. Then in front of the temple 

cows, their horns bound with gold, were sacrificed to Dea Dia.”200 

 

Therefore, it seems that these trees were a fundamentally important part of the grove that could 

not be simply removed, or superimposed upon by buildings for that matter, hence the placement 

of the built features around the outer edges. Ideological reasons behind this predominant status of 

trees and natural spaces will be discussed further at a later point in this chapter. 

As for the Arval Brethren and some of their ritualistic practices, Harriet Flower’s work 

on memory and Roman culture gives the best contemporary description of this state priesthood 

and its ritual structure.201 Her work indicates that this sacred grove was extremely restrictive in 

terms of who could enter it, with only the members of the priesthood and their public servants 

being allowed to enter the grove, and “only in a condition of ritual purity.”202 They also only 

entered the grove on specific occasions, for certain rituals.203 As such, it would be hard to know 

what exactly took place within Dea Dia’s grove, if not for the fact that a secretary was included 

                                                 
200 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, p. 151. Section 6.2. Source: ancient Arval Brethren records, 

inscription: CIL VI.2107, lines 2-13; ILS 5048. 
201 See Flower, pp. 223-231. 
202 Ibid., p. 223. 
203 Ibid. 
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among the priesthood’s ranks who kept a record of the meetings that were held and of the 

religious rites that took place.204 “These records [were] inscribed on stone revetment plaques of 

Luna marble that were housed either in or perhaps even on the temple inside the grove.”205 

“[This] surviving record of the rituals shows how [these] priests, in performing the different 

elements of their ceremonies, moved between different parts of the site and [these] different 

buildings.”206 Figures 23 and 24 are examples of surviving copies of these records. 

 

 

Figure 23: The Acts of the Arval Brethren, exhibited in the Cloister of Santa Maria degli Angeli 

at the Baths of Diocletian Museum. Visual aid/archaeological evidence for the Arval Records. 

Copyright: M. Beard. https://followinghadrian.com/2018/01/21/the-acts-of-the-arval-brethren-of-

118-ad-hadrian1900/. 

                                                 
204 Ibid. 
205 Ibid. 
206 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, p. 87. Section 4.5. 



79 

 

 

Figure 24: The Acts of the Arval Brethren (close up), CIL VI 32374 – 3 January 118 CE. Visual 

aid/archaeological evidence for the Arval Records. Copyright: M. Beard. 

https://followinghadrian.com/2018/01/21/the-acts-of-the-arval-brethren-of-118-ad-hadrian1900/. 

“[One] extract records the second day of the festival of Dea Dia, 19 May [C.E.] 87,”207 which 

further reveals a great deal about the types of rituals performed at the grove: 

“In the consulship of Caius Bellicus Natalis Tebanianus and Caius Ducenius 
Proculus, 14 days before the Kalends of June, in the grove of Dea Dia, in the 

mastership of Caius Julius Silanus, with Caius Nonius Bassus Salvius Liberalis 

taking charge, the Arval Brothers performed the sacrifice to Dea Dia. Caius Salvius 

Liberalis, who was acting in the place of the master, Caius Julius Silanus, in front 

of the grove sacrificed onto the altar two expiatory pigs in expiation for polluting 

the grove and the work to be carried out there; then he sacrificed a cow as an 

offering to Dea Dia. Caius Salvius Liberalis Nonius Bassus, Lucius Maecius 

Postumus, Aulus Julius Quadratus, Publius Sallustius Blaesus, Quintus Tillius 

Sassius sat down in the tetrastylum and feasted off the sacrifice, and taking up their 

togae praetextae and their wreaths made of ears of corn with woollen bands, they 

ascended the grove of Dea Dia with attendants clearing the way and through Salvius 

Liberalis Nonius Bassus, who was acting in place of the master, and through 

                                                 
207 Ibid. Source: ancient Arval Brethren records, inscription: CIL VI.2065, col. 2, lines 15-40; ILS 5037. 
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Quintus Tillius Sassius, who was acting in place of the flamen. They sacrificed a 

choice lamb to Dea Dia and, when the sacrifice was complete, they all made a 

libation with incense and wine. Then, when the wreaths had been brought in and 

the statues perfumed, they made Quintus Tillius Sassius annual master from the 

coming Saturnalia to the next, likewise they made Tiberius Julius Celsus Marius 

Candidus flamen; then they went down to the tetrastylum, and there reclining in the 

dining-room they feasted in the presence of the master, Caius Julius Silanus; after 

the feast wearing a veil and sandals, with a wreath woven with roses, with an 

attendant clearing the way, he ascended above the starting gates and gave the signal 

to the four-horse chariots and the leapers, with Lucius Maecius Postumus presiding, 

he honoured the victors with palms and silver wreaths. On the same day at Rome, 

in the house of the master Caius Julius Silanus, the same people who were in the 

grove dined.”208 

 

This extract reveals a wealth of information about scripted activities and performances 

that took place within the Lucus Deae Diae. To begin, the record indicates that pigs, lambs, and 

cows were sacrificed as part of many rituals and offerings to Dea Dia, (similar to 

Ambarvalia/Suovetaurilia,209 see Figure 25) and that there was at least one altar within the grove 

on which to make these sacrifices. The first sacrifice mentioned was to atone for some act 

described as “polluting the grove,” while the second sacrifice was purely to appease the goddess. 

The priests then appeared to have consumed the sacrifices; then, going to another part of the 

grove, another priest made a third sacrifice of a lamb to further appease Dea Dia. The record also 

mentions the wearing of veils and wreaths by the Arval Brethren priests, rituals where they put 

perfume on the cult statue of Dea Dia and make libations of incense and wine, dining in the 

tetrastylum, a great feast, electing some members to certain posts, and a chariot race that was 

presided over by them, and victors declared. 

 

                                                 
208 Ibid. 
209 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 327. Section 7.1. 
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Figure 25: Depiction of Ambarvalia/Suovetaurilia (the sacrifice of a pig, a sheep, and a bull), 

Roman marble relief; first half of the 1st century CE. Visual aid/archaeological evidence 

demonstrating one of the practices done in the grove of Dea Dia. 

https://collections.louvre.fr/en/recherche?typology%5B0%5D=2&amp;collection%5B0%5D=1. 

It also notes ranks among the state priestly offices, and that the Flamen was not in attendance, a 

priestly office that held a particular importance among the other priests in the priesthood.210 

There were fifteen flamen in all, three Flamen Majores and twelve Flamen Minores.211 “Each 

[Flamen] had his own god to whom he was devoted; he had hos [own] ritual programme which 

                                                 
210 For more detailed information about flamen and examples of other flamen, see article by William 

Ramsay, M.A., Professor of Humanity at the University of Glasgow on pp. 540‑541 of 

Smith, William, and William Wayte, A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, (1890); as quoted in 

Thayer, William P., ed. “Flamen.” LacusCurtius • Roman Religion - Flamen, January 26, 2020. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/e/roman/texts/secondary/smigra*/flamen.html. For original sources, 

see Cic. De Leg. II.8; Varro, De Ling. Lat. V.84; Plut. Num. c7; Liv. I.20; Dionys. II.64; Varro, de Ling. 

Lat. VII.44; Cic. Brut. 14. 
211 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 19. Section 1.2. 



82 

 

he himself had to fulfill; and he was to a greater or lesser degree restricted in his movements and 

behavior.”212 These restrictions included whom the flamen could marry, where they could travel 

to, items they could not touch, and more.213 These restrictions appear to have been meant as 

extreme acts of devotion to each particular god they served. These flamens also appear to have 

been mostly connected to deities that were very powerful and significant to the early history of 

Rome. The three major Flamens themselves were tied to Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus (deified 

Romulus), and their cults were established early on by the second king of Rome, King Numa.214 

This trend seems further confirmed by the fact that Dea Dia was also a very old goddess in terms 

of her presence in Rome’s history. Ultimately, having a flamen, a Flamen Minores, in her cult 

reveals Dea Dia’s importance within state cult for securing the wellbeing of the Roman 

people.215 As an agriculture and fertility goddess, she would have been important for looking 

after the crops and food for the people of Rome.  

As previously noted above, there were certain rules and restrictions regarding what 

happened within the confines of this sacred grove. As mentioned previously, a secretary kept a 

record of what took place at the grove, like “meeting minutes.” Since “no metal tool or blade” 

                                                 
212 Ibid. 
213 For more detailed information and examples of restrictions flamens had to abide by, see article by 

William Ramsay, on pp. 540‑541 of 

Smith, William, and William Wayte, A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, (1890); as quoted in 

Thayer, ed. “Flamen,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/e/roman/texts/secondary/smigra*/flamen.html. The site cites the 

numerous ancient sources that it references on the webpage. 
214 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 1. Section 1.1. 
215 For more information on the state cults and priesthoods of Rome in general, see An Introduction to 

Roman Religion by John Scheid (1985); Pagan Priests: Religion and Power in the Ancient World by 

Mary Beard and John North (1990); and The Gods, the State, and the Individual Reflections on Civic 

Religion in Rome by John Scheid (2013). 
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could normally enter the Lucus Deae Diae,216 “the minutes were solemnly transferred onto stone 

once a year, [with] the procedure [requiring] special rituals to allow the introduction into and the 

subsequent removal of the engraving tools from the grove.”217 “Rather than bringing the finished 

plaques into the grove, the Arval [Brethren] performed the actual act of inscribing within this 

ritual space,” suggesting that this record-keeping was considered a religious act in its own 

right.218 This further confirms just how much the Romans and their priesthoods revered these 

religious spaces in that they had to perform certain acts or duties in certain ways within the 

confines of the grove. 

All of this information paints a picture regarding the viewing experience of the Lucus 

Deae Diae and the copious rituals and leisurely activities that took place within it. The grove of 

Dea Dia was a wooded, natural area, at its core, with the built structures placed around the edges, 

indicating the reverence for the natural space. These built structures held several functions, such 

as being places for meetings and assemblies,219 leisurely dining, rituals, sporting events, and 

more. Ritualistic practices involved sacrifices, purification rites, record-keeping of events, and, 

as I have begun to show, honoring the trees within this space as powerful connectors to the 

divine. This interpretation and viewing of trees, and nature in general, will be discussed in 

further detail later on in this chapter, along with evidence of how these natural elements were 

evocations of Roman historic origins. 
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Lucus Furrinae: 

Like the grove of Dea Dea, the Lucus Furrinae was part of the history of Rome’s oldest 

sacred spaces and localized cults. The sacred grove of Furrina,220 officially called the Lucus 

Furrinae, was dedicated to the goddess of a sacred spring and shrine,221 both of which are 

recorded as being present in this grove’s area,222 which was located on the southwestern slopes 

of the Janiculum Hill, near the right bank of the Tiber River, outside the city of Rome.223 

Although the nature of her cult’s practices and rituals does not survive, her worship was centered 

at this site in Rome224 and she is recorded by Roman sources, including Cicero and Varro, as 

having an official priesthood and holiday.225 The obscure nature of Furrina and her cult appears 

to have been present by the time of the Late Republic when these Roman authors were active. In 

addition, the worship of Zeus Keraunios or Jupiter Ammon, and its sanctuary became 

superimposed on the Lucus Furrinae by the late 2nd century CE through the mid-3rd century 

CE.226 Then, later on, the cult of Jupiter Heliopolitanus and the Syrian Triad took over the space 

                                                 
220 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 317‑318, as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “Lucus Furrinae.” 

LacusCurtius • Rome - Lucus Furrinae, February 28, 2014. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Lucus_Furrinae.html. For original sources, see Fast. Allif. Pinc. Maff. ad 25 Iul.; v. CIL I2 p217, 219, 

225; Varro, LL VI.19; Varro, LL V.84; VII.45 — some MSS. only, cf. Müller’s notes; Fest. 88; Cic. de 

nat. deor. III.46; ad Q.F. III.1.4; Martianus Capella II.164, Furinna. 
221 Gauckler maintained that the use of the word νύμφαι signified that she had been a goddess of springs, 

which he believed that he had actually found; for more information, see Gauckler, op. cit. 244 sqq. 
222 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 317‑318, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Lucus Furrinae,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Lucus_Furrinae.html. 
223 Ibid. 
224 According to Cicero, another sanctuary dedicated to the cult of Furrina existed and was located near 

Satricum. This site was not well-known though. For original source, see Cic. Ad Quintum Fratrem, III.1. 
225 See Varro, de Ling. Lat. V.15.84, VI.3.19; Cic. Nature of the Deors, III.46. Cicero only states “the 

grove of Furrina” and that is all. Therefore, his account only gets mentioned here and not actually quoted. 
226 Savage, S. M. “The Cults of Ancient Trastevere.” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 17 

(1940): pp. 45–47. https://doi.org/10.2307/4238609. 
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in the 4th century CE, with a new temple built on top of Furrina’s sacred space (see Figure 

26).227 Figure 27 and its label indicates the location of this Syrian sanctuary and with that, further 

confirms the location of Furrina’s sacred grove. That being said, there are records of Furrinalia, 

Furrina’s annual festival that was held on July 25th.228 This festival was important to the Romans 

during the summer months, possibly to stave off summer droughts.229 It is also known that the 

priesthood of Furrina, who was in charge of her grove, was also led by a Flamen Minores, 

specifically, the Flamen Furrinalis.230 Hence, this goddess seems to have held similar importance 

to the wellbeing of Rome, like Dea Dia. Furthermore, as was previously discussed with Dea Dia, 

the current obscurity of Furrina, as well as that of some of the other deities who had flamens, 

seems to indicate that these cults, and the worship of their gods, were very old in terms of the 

history of the Roman world. Therefore, I argue that this might have been a re-occurring pattern 

with deities who had sacred groves. 

                                                 
227 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 384. Section 8.4. For additional reading and information regarding 

the alterations and new deities incorporated in the cult site belonging to Furrina on the Janiculum Hill, 

including Emperor Nero expanding the worship of Atargatis on this site, see Gauckler, Paul. Le 

Sanctuaire Syrien Du Janicule. (Paris, 1912); also see Goodhue, Nicholas. The Lucus Furrinae and the 

Syrian Sanctuary on the Janiculum. (Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert, 1975). 
228 Varro, “Latin Languages Book VI,” Chapter 3, Verse 19. 
229 Fowler, W. Warde. “The Roman Festivals of the Period of the Republic: An Introduction to the Study 

of the Religion of The Romans.” Project Gutenberg. (Project Gutenberg, March 4, 2019.), p. 188. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/59007/59007-h/59007-h.htm#r788. 
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Figure 26: Reconstruction of the Syrian sanctuary on the Janiculum, Rome; 4th century CE, to 

show what it might have looked like. Beard, North, and Price. Religions of Rome. Vol. 1. Visual 

aid to show an example of one of the temples that got built on top of the Furrina’s sacred grove. 
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Figure 27:  Map of sanctuaries to foreign gods in Rome. Number 16 is the location of the Syrian 

sanctuary on the Janiculum Hill, the same one built on top of Furrina’s grove. Hence, it is also 

the location of Furrina’s grove. Visual aid. Beard, North, and Price. Religions of Rome. Vol. 1. 
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If these cults, these numinous sites, and their importance got established early on in the history of 

Rome, before several Roman cities and their surrounding areas got built up, then these cities 

couldn’t build out onto them, as they were already marked off as significant sites for the state 

priesthoods who maintained the well-being of Rome. As such, this meant that these groves 

possessed an immutable status, one that seems to have continued even into the later history of 

Rome. Even in the case of Furrina’s grove, it still remained a sacred space even after her cult got 

replaced with another cult. Furrina might have gone away, or as Varro put it, “the honor of this 

goddess [was] among the ancients; [her] name is now scarcely known to a few,” but the grove 

site’s importance and numinous nature did not change.231 The space was still revered and used 

for important rituals and worship by the newer cult. Therefore, the bygone nature and history 

attributed to these sacred groves must have held tremendous power in the Roman psyche. 

It is worth noting that Furrina’s grove was the site of the voluntary murder of Gaius 

Gracchus,232 the younger half of the famous Gracchus brothers, both of whom were elected 

tribune. In 121 BCE, due to the political workings of his enemies, Gaius’s former popularity 

waned and he found himself on the wrong end of an angry mob, who chased him out of Rome 

and into the grove of Furrina.233 There, he was stabbed to death by his own slave, Philocrates, at 

Gaius’s request.234 This incident not only further seems to confirm that Furrina’s grove was 

outside the city of Rome, but one could also argue that this demonstrates how sacred groves, like 

                                                 
231 Varro, “Latin Languages Book VI,” Chapter 3, Verse 19. 
232 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 317‑318, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Lucus Furrinae,” 
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persequentibus resistente, in lucum Furinae pervenit; cf. Plut. cit. 
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the one belonging to Furrina, had the power to contribute to the “mythicizing” and remembrance 

of certain episodes from Rome’s history. 

Revelations: 

The examples of the two sites have enough surviving evidence from archaeology and 

historical sources to give some idea of what sacred groves everywhere else in the Roman world 

were like experientially, and what status they had in terms of historicity. Considering that both of 

these goddesses and their cults came about very early on in the history of Rome, it is possible 

that other sacred groves were also attributed to deities and cults with similar older histories, and 

may have been an indicator of a cult’s age. Also, based particularly on the grove of Dea Dia and 

the Arval records, it is clear that these sacred places were often heavily wooded within much of 

their given space, and that this was considered very important. This makes sense since, based on 

the records of both groves’ locations, these sacred groves seem to have been located outside 

cities, among farming lands and other open spaces.235 Furthermore, the Romans believed that 

every piece of land or wooded area “were the dwelling places of semi-divine beings”236 and 

these beings had to be appeased before any work could be done in that area.237 It was also not 

proper to cut down trees or disturb the earth without making an offering to the gods who lived 

there.238 This is backed up by Cato, who described the type of ritual that one needed to perform 

in his work, On Agriculture: 
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“The following is the Roman formula to be observed in thinning a grove: A pig is 

to be sacrificed and the following prayer uttered: ‘whether thou be god or goddess 

to whom this grove is dedicated, as it is thy right to receive a sacrifice of a pig for 

the thinning of this sacred grove, and to this intent, whether I or one at my bidding 

do it, may it be rightly done. To this end, in offering this pig to thee, I humbly beg 

that thou wilt be gracious and merciful to me, to my house and household, and to 

my children. Wilt thou deign to receive this pig which I offer to this end.’”239 

 

This is exactly what occurred in the first inscription even when it was nature itself (lightning) 

that had downed and destroyed some trees in Dea Dia’s grove. The Arval Brethren still felt an 

obligation to make a sacrifice to atone or expiate for what had happened. Furthermore, this might 

clarify what the second inscription meant by “Caius Julius Silanus, in front of the grove, 

sacrificed onto the altar two expiatory pigs in expiation for polluting the grove and the work to 

be carried out there.”240 It could have been he either had unintentionally “hurt” or destroyed a 

tree or two or if building work was being done and he had to intentionally cut down trees to do it. 

This also might have to do with keeping his previously-mentioned state of ritual purity in order 

to continue being allowed into Dea Dia’s grove. Hence, all of these literary records and 

inscriptions further indicate that there were a lot of rules about what happened within the 

confines of these sacred groves, as previously mentioned. An important thing to note though is 

that these observances were not just for the sacred groves, but for all land that was to be cleared, 

especially in the case of farming. Furthermore, in the case of farming, once the farmers had 

cleared land and had absorbed it into the farm, it was still necessary to do continuing religious 

observances, as Cato also explains: 

“If you wish to till the ground, offer a second sacrifice in the same way, with the 

addition of the words: ‘for the sake of doing this work.’ So long as the work 
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continues, the ritual must be performed in some part of the land every day; and if 

you miss a day, or if public or domestic feast days intervene, a new offering must 

be made.”241 

 

This only adds to the idea that Romans truly revered wild spaces and the plants within them if 

even an average Roman had to go so far as to do certain rituals to appease gods for non-religious 

spaces as well. This all being said, at the same time, these two case studies also indicate that 

while the term lucus had originally applied to a more natural place with trees or woodlands, it 

had come to mean an open space surrounded by woodland, more like a landscaped park, with 

features used for rituals such as springs, altars, or shrines containing the image of a god.242 This 

might have been an attempt to show that man and nature could exist in harmony, at least 

symbolically, through the spatial organization of these sacred groves. 

Divine Nature: 

A few final pieces of textual evidence and points must be made in order to understand the 

philosophy that motivated the Romans to turn natural spaces into stages for numinous 

experiences by adding rituals, actors (priests), and additional structures to create scripted 

activities within them. It is clear that “many cultures of the ancient Mediterranean world 

acknowledged the close relationship between the divine world and the natural environment, with 

trees and vegetation being interpreted as a sign of God-given life” and that these “planted 

precincts that were considered holy and inviolable.”243 Furthermore, “an early expression of the 

belief that ‘the sacred groves of the immortal ones’ were the dwelling places of semi-divine 
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beings can be found in the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite [because] in the groves of the Hymn 

lived the nymphs who were born as trees.”244 While, arguably, the Romans seemed to have had 

some sense of divinity in plants and other features of nature, given that the two goddesses 

discussed were associated with such natural features, the way these ideas took form seems to 

have been influenced through contact with Greek culture. Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, 

stated that “it is our belief that the Sylvans, the Fauns, and various kinds of goddess Nymphs, 

have the tutelage of the woods, and we look upon those deities as especially appointed to preside 

over them by the will of heaven.”245 Furthermore, for the Romans specifically, “the importance 

of the ancient sacred groves [to] the heroic past in the literature and thought of Roman Italy in 

the late first century [BCE] also reflects a cultural and religious reverence for ancient trees and 

rustic landscapes.”246 It seems that the Romans viewed these wooded lands as being very old and 

that this venerable status made them see these natural places as direct links to their revered 

historical past, such as the founding of Rome and the Age of Kings from the mid-8th century 

BCE until roughly the end of the 6th century BCE.247  

Both of these ideas are further expressed by Pliny the Elder in his Natural History, in 

that: 

“the trees formed the first temples of the gods, and even at the present day, the 

country people, preserving in all their simplicity their ancient rites, consecrate the 

finest among their trees to some divinity; indeed, we feel ourselves inspired to 

                                                 
244 Ibid. The poem probably dates to the period between 700-500 BCE. Lines referenced from the poem: 

Lines 256-272. The poem was translated and commented on by Raynor, Diane. The Homeric Hymns. A 

Translation with Introduction and Notes (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), pp. 75-85. 
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246 Carroll, 2017, p. 2. 
247 For more examples of literary accounts by Roman authors regarding nature’s connections to the past, 

see Lowe, pp. 99–128. The author cites ancient sources from Virgil, Pliny, Ovid, Varro, Horace, Livy, 

and more. 
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adoration, not less by the sacred groves and their very stillness, than by the statues 

of the gods, resplendent as they are with gold and ivory.”248  

 

Clearly Pliny placed trees as being among the most important natural wonders that are connected 

to the divinities. He further stated that “each kind of tree [remained] immutably consecrated to its 

own peculiar divinity, the beech to Jupiter, the laurel to Apollo, the olive to Minerva, the myrtle 

to Venus, and the poplar to Hercules,” to name a few.249 Although, because Dea Dia was closely 

related with cereal crops and farming, and Furrina was associated with water, they most likely 

didn’t have any particular species of trees attributed to them or planted in their sacred groves. 

More likely, the trees and plants that grew in their groves were probably whatever was already 

there when the groves were first established as cult sites in order to keep with the idea of 

preserving those places, as well as keep the goddesses appeased. All of this evidence points 

towards more reasons for these groves being at least partially woodlands instead of being fully 

cleared spaces and to reasons for such woodlands being sacred.250 

“Divining” Nature through Art: 

The collective literary evidence and ideology provides us with much knowledge 

regarding how natural spaces such as sacred groves were viewed and thought of by the Romans. 

In addition, surviving artistic depictions, specifically painted frescoes, can provide visual 

reinforcement for these ideas. With that in mind, Bettina Bergmann provides a detailed analysis 
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of sacro-idyllic landscape frescoes, which were idealized pastoral or natural landscapes that were 

often tied to Roman deities in some way.251 According to Bergmann, when it came to visual 

presentation, a grove was “a sacred space in nature where one or more trees, distinctive earth 

forms such as caves and boulders, and water in springs or brooks are designated, [whether] by 

[the presence of] a structure, various votive objects, [or by priestly] attendant figures, for 

veneration.”252 Humans were almost always present in these scenes, as said attendant figures, or 

sometimes as resting shepherds with grazing flocks.253 Additionally, while most of the time an 

inland setting served as the backdrop for these scenes, “a solitary tree or group of trees 

surrounded by the same buildings, objects, and figures” were sometimes depicted “beside the 

shore or on an island.”254 “Like its actual historical counterpart, the painted grove contains 

structures erected at various stages in the development of a sanctuary.”255 These structures 

ranged “from simple wooden frames to marble temples and ruins” and were depicted 

surrounding “a grotto, tree, or spring” thus marking it “as a sacred node.”256 Figure 28 provides a 

prime example of these characteristics. At the center of the image, there is a single large tree and 

column positioned so close together, they are “appearing to merge with”257 each other. Multiple 

figures are present in this scene including a shepherd with goats and a priestly attendant seated 

against the tree and column. A pool of water, possibly a spring, lies close to this column and tree, 

thus suggesting that this spring has significance. Furthermore, there are copious other built 
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features in the background including a temple and enclosure wall, among other things. Beyond 

this image though, other examples can be found that also present some of these characteristics. 

Figure 29 is an example that depicts a few temples with a couple of trees dispersed among them, 

and the whole scene is set near the coast, as can be seen on the right-hand side. Finally, Figure 30 

depicts a temple-like structure with statues placed around the area, while trees seem to almost 

grow out of the built structure. Thus, all of these examples represent this idea of built structures 

coexisting harmoniously with the nature around them. As previously discussed with the example 

of the Lucus Deae Diae, the inner parts of the grove were left untouched while the built 

structures were placed around the edges. Therefore, this artistic evidence seems to further back 

up the notion that it is based on this idea of a harmony between man and nature that these sacred 

groves were physically organized, as previously mentioned. 

Additional information is also provided by the work of Dunstan Lowe regarding how 

nature, and particularly trees, were depicted. He argued that “there are two aesthetic models for 

the sacredness of trees in ancient Rome.”258 There was “the “monumental tree,” a single tree 

notable for its size, beauty, or location.”259 This aesthetic model fits with all three figure images 

in that only a main single tree or a couple of trees are depicted versus a large swath of them. 
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Figure 28: A fresco from the villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase, Pompeii; 3rd style, 

Cubiculum 16, north wall. Late 1st century BCE. Visual example of a sacro-idyllic landscape 

depiction. https://www.alamy.com/a-fresco-from-the-villa-of-agrippa-postumus-at-boscotrecase-

pompeii-image60274223.html. 
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Figure 29: Landscape fresco from Herculaneum (MN 9474). Visual example of a sacro-idyllic 

landscape depiction. Souček, Josef. “Roman Model-Books as a Resource for Digital 

Architectural Reconstructions.” Heritage 4, no. 1 (December 26, 2020): 20–31. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/heritage4010002. 
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Figure 30: Wall painting on a black background from the Imperial Villa at Boscotrecase, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, late 1st century BCE. Visual example of a sacro-idyllic landscape 

depiction. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/775572. 
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Then “on the other [hand, there was] the “dark mass,” a grove [of trees] notable for its age, 

density, shade, or silence.”260 The “dark mass” type is “even more potent,” since this image type 

more directly reflects the idea of the sacred groves and their appearances as wooded areas.261 It is 

interesting to note the duality of these two image types though. One sounds like it was meant to 

inspire awe while the other is far more ominous. This seems to indicate that sacred natural spaces 

were viewed both as spaces worthy of reverence but could also be viewed as overwhelming and 

menacing. In the end though, all of this scholarly analysis and these artistic examples serve to 

help reveal additional details regarding how sacred nature was viewed and depicted. 

Groves vs. Horti: 

With all of this information about these sacred groves and nature’s connection to the 

divine, one can now begin to compare these religious spaces to the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti 

in order to demonstrate that as these imperial horti emerged, they used at least some of the same 

associations already in place in the Roman cultural constructions around numinous green spaces.  

The sacred groves and these imperial horti both were green spaces that coexisted with built 

features, thus creating a sense of balance and harmony, an idea just discussed in the last section. 

There might have been a few trees in these imperial horti, but most likely not nearly as many as 

there seems to have been within sacred groves. Although, if there were any particularly large, 

prized trees located within any of these horti, such trees certainly would have been reminiscent 

of the idea of the “monumental tree.”262 Such trees could have been planted by various emperors 
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in order to create such an association between the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and these sacred 

groves. As with the grove of Dea Dia, where only the Arval Brethren could enter, these imperial 

horti were probably equally controlled in terms of admittance being that they were owned and 

used by the emperors. Just like some of the activities mentioned in the Arval records, the 

presence of the circuses, naumachia, and Gaianum reveal that several festivities, sporting, and 

other entertainment or leisurely events took place within these horti. This is further supported by 

the fact that the Lucus Deae Diae also possessed a circus, tetrastylum dining room, and bathing 

complex within its borders, built features that were all, again, generally associated with more 

leisurely activities. The circus present in both types of spaces also lent its cosmic symbolism263 

to the viewing experience. Furthermore, many of the previously mentioned general notions and 

themes that tied nature to Rome’s revered historical past and the divine could have been 

physically represented through these horti in the same way as with the sacred groves. This would 

especially be the case given that the Trans-Tiberum gardens were located on the former site of 

the Ager Vaticanus, which had been a part of Rome since the Age of Kings,264 as previously 

mentioned. Hence these imperial horti resided on a site that was connected to the revered past of 

Rome.  

Additionally, in light of the fact that the priesthoods were responsible for the upkeep of 

the sacred groves, with the Flamen being the presiding figure over everything, a similar system 

dynamic could have occurred in the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti with the current emperor and 

the staff responsible for the upkeep of these spaces. There may not have been the same religious 
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Ager Vaticanus and Vaticanum, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 
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rites taking place within these horti, but, given that there was no priesthood or Flamen in these 

spaces, the emperor could have, in a sense, symbolically represented himself and his staff as 

filling those roles of caretaking for the imperial horti, thus evoking to a similar relationship to 

what the priesthoods and Flamen had with the sacred groves. The priesthoods and Flamen drew 

power from their roles as caretakers of these natural spaces, and the emperor might have been 

trying to secure a similar power for himself in this way. It might not have associated the emperor 

with a more divine status, but certainly a higher status. Furthermore, this symbolic caretaking 

role would have also, in a sense, invoked the concept of the “imperial gaze.” As previously 

mentioned in Chapter 1, the imperial gaze concept refers to the allusion of the emperor was 

always watching everything.265 Having the current emperor create an illusion of himself in a role 

as representational overseer of these horti in a similar manner to the main overseer of the 

previously mentioned sacred groves would have thus alluded to this notion as it meant that he 

was watching over everything that happened within these horti. 

Another interesting observation that might have affected the viewing experience and 

nature of the imperial horti is the previously mentioned historical account regarding Gaius 

Gracchus’s death and its mythicizing thanks to the event’s recorded location within Furrina’s 

grove. If a historical moment such as that can be turned into “myth” because of a green space, 

theoretically, wouldn’t this mean the presence of the emperors within these other green spaces 

could be mythologized as well, especially when one looks at the numerous accounts in Roman 

literature266 that describe the presence or voices of divine beings dwelling among such natural 

                                                 
265 For additional details and other examples of this “imperial gaze” phenomenon, see Ergin, pp. 162–165. 
266 For examples of these literary accounts by Roman authors, see Lowe, pp. 99–128. The author cites 

ancient sources from Virgil, Pliny, Ovid, Varro, Horace, Livy, and more. 
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spaces.267 Therefore, the emperors, just by dwelling in the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti, could 

have created subtle associations between these divine presences in nature and themselves. 

Finally, the fact that the Lucus Deae Diae possessed a shrine to the imperial cult within its 

borders is significant because this indicates there was a precedent of worshipping the emperor 

and his deified predecessors268 with these sacred groves. While there might not have been similar 

activity taking place in the imperial horti, this worship of the imperial figure is another crucial 

element that the emperors might have found a way to manifest loosely in their horti in order to 

invoke a subtle connection to this imperial cult worship within these sacred groves, although it’s 

unclear what that manifestation would be. All of these elements thus reveal the important and 

meaningful similarities these imperial horti had to sacred groves that would be beneficial to the 

Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd century emperors’ goals of cultivating a greater, more 

divine status for themselves. 

  

                                                 
267 For examples of these nature-dwelling gods or divine presences in nature, see Ibid. 
268 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 318. Section 7.0. For original source, see Cass. Dio. LI.20.7. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DIVIDING THE REALMS 

 With similarities having been established between the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and 

both pleasure gardens and sacred groves in order to understand how these horti might have 

looked beyond just the major monuments contained within them, and how the green spaces of 

these horti already might have alluded to divine association for the emperors, more precedents 

will be introduced in this next section. This chapter deals with the precedents of fluidity or 

strictness of borders and boundaries in the Roman world. As this chapter will demonstrate, the 

main ways fluidity of boundaries was seen in the Roman world was through the precedent and 

practices regarding public and private spaces, distinctions very different from our modern 

conceptions. Through the platform and layout of the standard Roman urban dwelling, the domus, 

what daily activities took place within it, and the principles regarding painted and architectural 

decoration that accompanied it, this chapter will demonstrate that built spaces such as the Roman 

home were both, at times, public and private spaces, and by extension, so were the gardens 

contained within them. This argument will then be extended to other examples of imperial 

dwellings and various elite-associated green spaces. Regarding elite-owned green spaces, the 

practice of Euergetism, elites distributing wealth in exchange for public prestige, will also be 

discussed. Much of this information will then be applied to the imperial horti to see how they 

similarly invoked such traditions, including being opened up to the public.  

After this fluidity of boundaries is revealed, I will show that at the same time, there were 

precedents where boundaries and borders were very strictly maintained in the Roman world. The 
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best example of this strictness was seen with the pomerium, the sacred boundary of the city of 

Rome. By looking at the traditions associated with this boundary, along with briefly referring 

back to the sectioned-off areas that were sacred groves and templum, it shall be shown that 

boundaries could still be very solid in the minds of the Romans. With both of these precedents in 

mind, this chapter will reveal in what ways the fluidity of boundaries might have been applied to 

the imperial horti of the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, 

while also discussing how the boundaries of these imperial horti might have been very strictly 

maintained. It is also important to note here though that fluidity of boundaries for these horti will 

also be discussed further, in a sense, in Chapter 7 in relation to the concept of controlled public 

reception. In the end, these precedents regarding the fluidity or strictness of borders will reveal 

how the imperial horti, like other elite green spaces could, and were, opened up to the public, and 

in the process, changed the very nature and viewing experience of these horti by making them 

more into places of pubic enjoyment and into heterotopia, while also subjecting them to the 

“imperial gaze.” 

Marking Public & Private: 

The distinction between public and private spaces in the conventional Roman mindset 

was very different from our modern conceptions. Today, we think of public and private spaces as 

separate from each other, with places like large parks and gardens, commercial businesses, 

venues of entertainment, and such being purely public spaces while places like the home are 

considered to be mostly private “sanctuaries.” Interestingly though, this was not necessarily the 

case in the Roman world. While these different places could be separated in these ways, more 

often than not, there was a blurring of the line between public and private within a single given 
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space. The elite Roman urban dwelling of the domus exemplified this fluidity the most,269 and 

when approaching one of these homes from the street, immediately one was confronted with the 

first signs of this spatial organization. “Naturally the street [was] public space, and as Latin 

municipal charters make clear, the city authorities [were] anxious to assert and defend its public 

character.”270 Numerous Roman legislation was put into place that required the aediles of many 

cities, publicly elected officials, to oversee that the viae publicae was kept clean and clear of 

obstruction.271 In turn, this gave them the power “to enforce on the [house owners] of the 

properties facing the street the maintenance of its fabric; it [was] the responsibility of the 

householder, at the discretion of the aediles, to keep the road unencumbered by obstructions or 

pooling water.”272 Basalt paving of the main road itself was most likely undertaken under the 

direct supervision of the public authorities, but it was paid for by private owners.273 The 

sidewalks though, were a different matter. “The tendency for the construction and materials of 

the sidewalk to change in correspondence with property boundaries suggests that householders 

commissioned repairs directly, and even took pride in embellishing distinctively the approaches 

to their own boundaries.”274 There were even privately constructed porticoes at the entrances of 

some homes which frequently supported upper balconies, a phenomenon seen at Herculaneum 

and other well-preserved cities.275 Such porticoes could have been beneficial to the public as 

shelter from the weather, but they also “[allowed] the extension of private property at upper 

                                                 
269 For additional reading on the public-private spatial organization of the Roman domus, see Clarke, 

1991. 
270 Wallace-Hadrill, 2016, p. 1. 
271 Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
272 Ibid., p. 2. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid. 
275 Ibid. 
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levels.”276 Therefore, one can observe how, even before one entered a Roman dwelling, there 

was evidence of overlap between public and private in areas that we think of today as purely 

public. 

The next section of the visiting experience, where this fluidity of public and private 

occurred, was at the entrances of the homes themselves. The front door to the Roman home, on 

occasion, would be shut during the day, most notably during funerary rituals that took place 

inside the family home.277 This private event, consisting of intimate moments between the family 

of the home and the deceased, thus “demanded” the shutting of the front door and the subsequent 

closing off from the public realm, as the general public was not meant to view these moments.278 

Much of the time though, the front door remained open during the day,279 allowing for an 

immediate, but brief, public viewing of the entryway to the house. Although, depending on the 

wealth of the owner, there sometimes would be a guard present,280 who was responsible for 

ensuring that only select people could actually enter the dwelling fully,281 hence a sense of the 

“private” was still occurring in tandem with the “public”.282 That being said, usually, during the 

day was when the main owner and businessman met with clients, and these transactions took 

place within the home.283 Depending on the status of the client,284 they might have had to wait 

outside and, in many cases seen through archeological evidence, benches were provided by the 

                                                 
276 Ibid. 
277 Platts, p. 81. 
278 Ibid., pp. 123-127. 
279 Ibid., p. 85. 
280 Ibid. 
281 Ibid., p. 90. 
282 Ibid., p. 85. 
283 Ibid., p. 115. 
284 Ibid., p. 90. 



107 

 

homeowner on the walkway parallel to the home to accommodate these clients while they 

waited.285 Other clients might have been allowed into the home sooner to meet with their patron. 

Once a client was permitted in, they still had to pass through a narrow hallway, or the vestibulum 

and fauces, to enter the atrium, the central courtyard of the home.286 There, a client would wait to 

then be received by the patron, who then invited them into a separate room to conduct the 

necessary business transactions (see Figure 31 for domus layout).287 An owner of a shop or 

business would have conducted merchandise transactions, land or farm owners received reports 

and conversed with their heads of staff and slaves regarding the upkeep of the land or crops, (the 

same with the slaves who maintained the domus and any adjoining gardens it had), politicians 

would have heard requests and complaints from citizens as well as strengthened their 

connections with their political allies by inviting them over to dine with them, and more. 

Therefore, the home was, at the same time, the place of business, and, again, the social status of 

the client would have affected who had the privilege of seeing the male head of the household, 

the paterfamilias, sooner.288 Interestingly though, given that the slaves of the household were 

present at the home all the time, even lived there, they, to a degree, were able to go against this 

hierarchy of privilege and would have had more access to the head of the household.289 That 

being said, their living quarters still remained quite humble, and they still were technically of 

lower standing.290 

 

                                                 
285 Wallace-Hadrill, 2016, p. 3. 
286 For more detailed information, see Platts, pp. 77-129. 
287 Ibid. 
288 Ibid., p. 90. 
289 Wallace-Hadrill, 1988, p. 78. 
290 Ibid., pp. 78-80. 
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Figure 31: Basic layout of a standard Roman urban dwelling. General visual aid for what’s 

mentioned in the text. Copyright: Ohto Kokko. 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ancient-art-civilizations/roman/x7e914f5b:beginner-

guides-to-roman-architecture/a/roman-domestic-architecture-domus. 

This business organization291 meant that at different times of the day, the head of 

household, and any other family members who dwelled in the home had to maintain a public 

persona, and they, along with a certain amount of their home, had to be potentially exposed to 

                                                 
291 For additional reading on this business organization, see Clarke, 1991. 
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public scrutiny on a daily basis.292 With this scrutiny of persons also came a scrutiny of the 

home, its painted decoration, and choices in architecture. There was a certain code to how 

different sections of the home were decorated, depending on whether certain rooms or areas were 

meant to be viewed as more public or private spaces and depending on the social status of the 

viewer.293 A more important visitor would have been privileged to view more private spaces with 

grander painted decoration, whereas a more common person would only be permitted in more 

public areas with more humble painted decoration.294 Therefore, the previously mentioned areas 

of the home, the vestibulum, fauces, and atrium, which were more public spaces and usually 

received more clientele of more average social standing, these spaces had more humble painted 

decoration.295 That being said, the head of the household also received more prestigious clients. 

Hence, depending on how big the dwelling was, and with that, how wealthy the owner was, there 

could have been separate areas from the atrium for these more prestigious clients to wait in, that 

would have had separate, grander painted decoration.296 Being able to have a bigger dwelling 

thus meant being able to cater to a wider range of social classes of clients and guests in terms of 

spaces and painted decoration.297 A wealthier owner also could have been able to take advantage 

of another important element of the home, the architecture. Certain architectural choices could be 

made that associated certain areas of the dwelling with more public places.298 One of the most 

                                                 
292 Platts, p. 113. 
293 For detailed examples, see Wallace-Hadrill, 1988, pp. 74-81. For additional reading on Roman houses 

and decoration practices, see Clarke, 1991. 
294 For detailed examples, see Wallace-Hadrill, 1988, pp. 74-81. 
295 For detailed examples, see Ibid., pp. 74-77. 
296 Ibid., pp. 60, 71-72, 77-81. 
297 For detailed examples, see Ibid., pp. 56, 59, 77-81. 
298 For more detailed information and several examples of this practice, see Ibid., pp. 59-60, 64, 66-68. 
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relevant of these choices was the use of columns.299 Columns, both in the Roman and Greek 

worlds, were associated with public buildings or buildings that were commonly in the public 

view, such as temples, forums, basilicas, and Greek gymnasium, among others.300 Hence, having 

actual columns around areas like the atrium or peristyle garden could further allude to the more 

public nature of certain spaces within the Roman domus.301 At the same time, having these 

columns around, say, a peristyle garden, marked a level of prestige to the space meaning that 

while it was public in a sense, it was reserved for more prestigious viewers.302 Therefore, the 

wealthier the owner of the domus was, the more they were able to create more sophisticated, 

tailored viewing experiences throughout their homes, thus blurring the line between public and 

private within the home even further. An argument can be made that these decoration and 

architectural practices did create certain borders and barriers throughout the home, but more in 

the sense that these were borders that were felt as one moved through and changed spaces within 

the various rooms of the dwelling, and with that, viewed with the changing decoration and 

architecture. This is different from the notion of “stepping over” a border and changing space, 

although as we will see shortly in this chapter, the Roman world did use this conception in terms 

of their spatial organization in other areas of their society. 

 As for where gardens fit into this spatial organization303 of the Roman domus,304 they 

were public in the sense that the head of the household and family could invite guests into these 

                                                 
299 Ibid., p. 64. 
300 Ibid., pp. 64, 66-68. 
301 Ibid., pp. 67-68. 
302 Ibid. 
303 For more information regarding the concept of boundaries as they relate to gardens, see Bergmann, 

2014, pp. 245–299. 
304 For additional reading on the public-private spatial organization of the Roman domus, see Clarke, 

1991. 



111 

 

spaces where they owned dined and conversed over subjects, including the garden and its art,305 

as previously discussed in Chapter 3. These spaces also often had the architectural feature of 

columns around them which, again, alluded to a connection to public buildings.306 Furthermore, 

gardens were often directly behind the atrium and had an axis that led between the two spaces, 

thus a garden was public in that any client waiting in the atrium could briefly view the garden 

from there,307 although in a very limited manner. At the same time though, gardens were also 

private in the fact that only certain people close to the family or the head of the household or had 

been invited by them could enter these spaces,308 in the fact that sometimes the family just 

enjoyed the green spaces privately, and in the fact that, as we saw in Chapter 3, these gardens 

follow the decorative traditions, just discussed, of more private spaces by being more richly 

decorated. Furthermore, columns in a peristyle garden, again, also represented a level of prestige 

to these spaces, meaning there was still a level of exclusivity when it came to access and viewing 

of such green spaces.309 Therefore, even gardens in the standard Roman dwelling also fluctuated 

between being both public and private spaces.310 

As for a more direct example associated with imperial properties, the imperial palace on 

the Palatine Hill, most notably the later iterations of it, followed at least similar standards in 

terms of spatial organization.311 Archaeological investigations suggest that these later versions of 

the imperial palace, starting around the time of the Flavians and continuing through the early 

                                                 
305 Campbell, pp. 33-34. 
306 Wallace-Hadrill, 1988, pp. 64, 66-68. 
307 Ibid., pp. 82-86. 
308 Platts, p. 91. 
309 Wallace-Hadrill, 1988, pp. 67-68. 
310 For more information regarding the concept of boundaries as they relate to gardens, see Bergmann, 

2014, pp. 245–299. 
311 For more detailed information, see Wulf-Rheidt, pp. 3–18. 
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2nd-century emperors,312 had huge, separate building wings that served individual functions as 

places for banquets and dining, meeting rooms for conducting political affairs, spaces for 

imperial rituals and ceremonies, areas for conducting religious rites, and more.313 Therefore, 

there was certainly a sense of spatial organization that centered around activities of varying 

degrees of public or private natures. There were also a certain number of gardens that existed 

within the palace complex on the Palatine over the course of its various iterations.314 

Unfortunately, it is unclear whether they followed a similar format as the ones found in the 

Roman elite domus.315  

Fortunately, there are other better-documented examples of elite or imperially-associated 

green spaces that can be drawn upon to reveal more information regarding the public or private 

nature of such spaces. It is known that Pompey the Great established a public park for the people 

of Rome, and that “Marcus Agrippa left his estate, containing lavish gardens, to the Roman 

people.”316 Emperor Nero also opened up sections of the Domus Aurea at certain points. “The 

house was used quite often for parties, as there were many open spaces and rooms for the 

common people to use.”317 In addition, an artificial lake and artificial “forests” existed on the 

greater property which were likely also opened to the public to a certain extent.318 Finally, there 

is the previously mentioned example of Julius Caesar’s garden, the Horti Caesaris. This was a 

                                                 
312 For more details about these archeological investigations, see Ibid. 
313 Ibid., p. 12. 
314 For more details and examples, see Ibid., pp. 6, 8, 12, 13. 
315 See Ibid., pp. 3–18. 
316 Campbell, p. 33. 
317 “History of the Domus Aurea.” Domus Aurea. Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008. 

http://web.mit.edu/course/21/21h.405/www/DomusAurea/hist.html. For more information on the Domus 

Aurea and an original source, see Seut. The Life of Nero. 
318 Ibid. 
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privately owned space that ended up being given to the public by Caesar after his death.319 These 

“donations” of private lands were part of the tradition practiced in the Greek and Roman worlds 

known today as Euergetism.320 “Euergetism is the modern scholarly term, derived from the 

ancient Greek “euergetes” [meaning benefactor], to denote the phenomenon of elite gift-giving 

to cities (or to groups within them) in Greek and Roman societies.”321 “The term encompasses 

benefactions by Hellenistic kings and Roman emperors, but is mostly used to refer to the 

munificence of local civic elites.”322 There was a “transactional character of euergetism [in that] 

benefactors donated” “to public buildings, festivals, and games,” or contributed some part of 

their wealth in some way to the public good “in exchange for publicly awarded honors.”323 

Therefore, as the above examples demonstrate, some of these elite-owned green spaces did not 

permanently stay private, even though they theoretically could have. Instead, they were given 

away by elite Romans in order to garner favor, respect, and acknowledgment from other 

members of Roman society as a means to being well-remembered and ensuring lasting legacies. 

Hence, through this practice, most of these examples represent transitions, in terms of access, 

from private to public according to the wishes of several property owners. Therefore, it would be 

fairly reasonable to say that the gardens of the imperial palace on the Palatine, and more 

importantly, the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti must have undergone similar transitions at times, 

                                                 
319 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 265‑266, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti Caesaris,” 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Horti_Caesaris.html. For original source, see Cic. Phil. II.109; Suet. Caes. 83; Appian, BC II.143; 

Cass. Dio XLIV.35. 
320 Zuiderhoek, 2016, 

https://oxfordre.com/classics/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-

9780199381135-e-2533;jsessionid=7D930EF94E8B3FCBD02671DF13DF917A. 
321 Ibid. 
322 Ibid. 
323 Ibid. 
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even if just temporarily, allowing more people to view and experience these spaces. These 

possible transitions are backed up by the fact that, as mentioned in Chapter 2, Emperor Nero 

opened up the Circus Gai et Neronis in the Horti Neronis for public entertainment and 

displays,324 and by extension, the horti itself, to a degree. 

In the end, all of the examples regarding imperial properties and elite-owned spaces 

reveal that the imperial horti also seemed to fluctuate between being public and private spaces. 

Additionally, these examples show that controlling access to private areas could effectively 

transform a private, luxurious garden, and all of its attendant decoration and structures, into a 

space for public enjoyment, thus transforming the space’s nature. Most importantly of all though, 

control of access to private and public spaces by elites was in the service of power, status, and 

identity because it gave every elite Roman control over others, in a way. Furthermore, given that 

these horti were fluctuating in terms of their private and public natures, and the emperors did 

technically control all of the Roman world and its people, these circumstances also created both a 

couple of heterotopia and a sense of the “imperial gaze” through these imperial horti.325 This was 

because, in their constantly changing nature, these imperial horti were “neither an everyday 

space nor utopia, but for one reason or another [spaces] of alternative possibilities.”326 These 

horti could be places of public enjoyment or private spaces for the emperor to enjoy himself or 

entertain only a few select guests, hence making them heterotopia. These horti also represented 

miniature versions of the Roman world in the sense of how they were controlled, and when the 

public was present in the horti, the emperor could, in a sense, gaze down at this public and watch 

                                                 
324 Davies, p. 158. 
325 For more detailed information, see Ergin, pp. 153–181. 
326 Ibid., p. 161. 
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this miniature version of the empire and its people.327 The ability to do this certainly would have 

created a new sense of power for the emperor. Both of these elements, in turn, further change the 

viewing experience and understanding of these horti. With all of that in mind, these arguments 

regarding control and access, particularly to these imperial horti, and how control and access 

changed the nature and viewing of these spaces in the above-mentioned ways, will be further 

applied to the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti later on in Chapter 7 when discussing the added 

layer of controlled public reception, and how it served to strengthen the status of the emperors. 

Borders & Barriers: 

While there was a blurring between the public and private spheres, the Romans still 

placed heavy importance on boundaries. As previously mentioned in the last chapter, sacred 

groves were located in places associated with site-specific deities belonging to the oldest Roman 

cults around sacred spaces. Also, as previously mentioned in the last chapter, Roman templum 

were also in specific, designated spots because those spots were places “within which signs from 

the gods were observed.”328 In both cases, these were site-specific spaces in terms of their ties to 

the divine. The best example though of the sacred weight or importance Romans invested in the 

boundary as tied to both history and religion was the pomerium. The pomerium was the sacred 

boundary of Rome (see Figure 32) that, according to one of the foundation myths as told by Ovid 

                                                 
327 For additional details and other examples of this “imperial gaze” phenomenon, see Ibid., pp. 162–165. 
328 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, p. 86. Section 4.4. For more details, see Varro, de Ling. Lat. VII.8-10. 
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in his Fasti, was originally marked out by Romulus with a furrow to mark the boundaries of his 

new city.329 

 

 

Figure 32: Map of the pomerium boundary (outlined in red) to show where it was located. 

General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text. https://imperiumromanum.pl/en/roman-

religion/pomerium/. 

In this version of the foundation myth, it is even said that Remus was killed because Romulus 

had banned anyone from crossing this boundary and had ordered that anyone who did so be 

                                                 
329 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, pp. 174-175. Section 4.1. For the full original source, see Ovid. Fasti. 

IV.833—848. For other versions of the killing of Remus, see Liv. Ab urbe condita, I.7.2, and Dionys. 

I.87.2. 
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killed.330 Remus did not hear about this ban and crossed over the boundary and was hence killed 

as a result.331 This same boundary was then later marked by actual city walls and was expanded 

upon over time by a few different emperors.332 

In practice, certain events such as all military affairs had to take place outside this 

boundary333, while certain activities, such as urban auspices, could only take place inside the 

boundary.334 Also, whenever one crossed over this boundary from the outside, these same 

auspices had to be repeated again in order to stay in favor with the gods.335 Work by Eric Orlin 

also indicates that during the start of the Imperial Period, while foreign cult sites that were 

already established within this boundary were allowed to remain, as evidenced by Augustus 

encouraging the restoration of these sites,336 other foreign cults could only have their sites 

outside the pomerium337 in an attempt by Augustus to re-establish a distinct sense of Roman 

identity338 to the city of Rome and greater Roman society in the wake of having restored peace 

after years of civil war.339 All of these characteristics bear a fair number of similarities to the 

groves of Dea Dia and Furrina. Both of these groves and the pomerium were sacred designated 

                                                 
330 Ibid., p. 175. Section 4.1. 
331 Ibid. 
332 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 2, pp. 94-95. Section 4.8b-4.8c. For original source, see Tac. Ann. 

XII.23-24. 
333 Ibid., p. 93. Section 4.8. 
334 Beard, North, and Price, Vol. 1, p. 23. Section 1.2. 
335 Ibid. The consequences of failing to re-take the auspices upon crossing the pomerium are illustrated by 

Cic. On the Nature of the Gods, II.10-12. 
336 Orlin, p. 1. Orlin particularly uses the example of Egyptian cults. For original source, see Cass. Dio. 

LIII.2.4. 
337 Ibid. 
338 Ibid., p. 19. 
339 For more detailed information regarding this argument, see Ibid., pp. 1–33. Also see Beard, North, and 

Price, Vol. 1, p. 269. Section 6.2. For original source to Religions of Rome information, see Cass. Dio. 

LIII.2.4. 
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boundaries tied to the very early history of Rome, and the divine since Romulus eventually went 

through apotheosis and was made a deity, an important element that will be discussed further 

later in this chapter. Additionally, all three of these delineated spaces possessed the ability to 

control access as well as activities. With all of that in mind, some of these same characteristics 

could have arguably been perpetuated by the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti as well, since these 

horti were, again, on the ancient site that was the Ager Vaticanus, thus tying them to the same 

early history of Rome,340 and were controlled in terms of access given that these were the private 

spaces owned by the Julio-Claudians, and then the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, the 

most powerful figures in the Roman world. Thus, only specific people in favor with these 

emperors, and who were probably invited by them, were most likely the only other people to 

ever get to enter these areas and experience them regularly, most of the time. This admittance by 

invitation goes back to that idea associated with the elite Roman urban dwelling, where certain 

people who held certain favor or status with the owner341 of the dwelling could enter deeper into 

more exclusive areas of that dwelling. Although, again, the previous section of this chapter 

makes it clear these horti could also be opened up more. That being said, it was still the decision 

of the current emperor, who owned these horti, whether or not to open up these spaces, so there 

was still control of access. Finally, one of the qualities of boundaries in the Roman world, as 

markers for the delineation of sacred and profane spaces, is also significant in regard to these 

imperial horti since, as discussed in Chapter 4, the emperors hoped to create the same 

connections to the divine and the past that were traditionally associated with the sacred groves. 

                                                 
340 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 13. For additional, detailed information about this area as both the 

Ager Vaticanus and Vaticanum, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 
341 Platts, p. 90. 
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Hence, that same power of boundaries to delineate an area as sacred might have subconsciously 

been applied to these imperial horti, thus subconsciously changing the status and viewing of 

these spaces, and with that, the status of their imperial owners. This potential change in status for 

the emperors is supported by the fact that Romulus, the first king of Rome and the creator of one 

of the most important sacred and cultural boundaries in the entire Roman world, the pomerium, 

received an apotheosis at the end of his life. A mortal ruler who marked out a certain area with a 

sacred boundary and eventually did receive divine status would have been something the 

emperors might have been trying to replicate through these imperial horti in an attempt to create 

a closer association to the divine for themselves. 

“Crossing Over”: 

As we can see, all of these arguments thus far reveal that boundaries could be firmly set 

while also possessing a degree of fluidity at the same time. Boundaries were conceptually 

“fixed” in terms of delineating two kinds of spaces and acted as the defining idea regarding 

spatial experience, but that doesn’t mean that the boundaries themselves couldn’t be changed or 

renegotiated, to a degree. While these imperial horti were generally regarded as private spaces 

which could occasionally be opened up more to the public, there were two built features that, in a 

way, further changed the specificity of these spaces’ boundaries and those features were the Pons 

Neronianus and the Pons Aelius. These bridges, along with the Via Cornelia, not only helped 

connect the imperial horti to each other, but they also allowed for direct access to these horti 

from the rest of the city and vice versa. As a result, the borders of these imperial horti became 

even more loosened in their definitions. Furthermore, having determined in the previous chapter 

that these imperial horti could have arguably alluded to a closer connection to the divine because 
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of their similarities to the aforementioned sacred groves, having these bridges connect these 

imperial properties to the greater city could have also been viewed as the bridges acting as 

portals between two separate realms; one realm being private and more divine, the other more 

public and every day. This premise of connecting and opening up these spaces to the outside 

world will, again, be expanded upon further in terms of using controlled public reception at a 

later point in Chapter 7. In the end though, all of these elements regarding the strictness or 

fluidity of boundaries make it clear that the nature of these imperial horti could further be altered 

in ways that served the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors’ goals of 

alluding to a greater status for themselves, whether that was by creating their own miniature 

versions of the Roman world that the emperors could control and watch through these horti, or 

by replicating the power of sacred boundaries through these horti to create more divine 

association. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

TRANS-TIBERUM TOPOGRAPHY 

This chapter explores the topography of the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti with the goal 

of understanding the relationships between the defining characteristics of the Trans-Tiberum 

area’s terrain, and the built forms added to it and the horti over an extended period of these sites’ 

histories. Throughout the reigns of the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors, 

the actual boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae, subsequent Horti Neronis, and the Horti Domitiae 

expanded and, with that, so did the types of additions added by these imperial patrons. These 

expansions mainly included different types of buildings or collections of buildings with different 

types of persuasive content. In order to grasp how place and relative topography affected how the 

imperial horti and their built features were meant to be viewed in terms of creating vital 

topographical associations, a review of the early history and precedent for emperors using 

spaces, monuments, and their relative placements as platforms to further their agendas must first 

be made. This history will involve introducing the building program of Augustus, Rome’s first 

emperor, and Julio-Claudian emperor, which set an important precedent for the imperial horti 

under discussion explain in that he established the tradition of using topographical association 

and architectural symbolism in subtle ways to advance his goals of establishing the role, power, 

and status of the emperor within Roman politics. This chapter then analyzes the placement of the 

built features within these horti, the general placement of the horti within the Trans-Tiberum 

area, and the placement of features outside horti boundaries, especially around the greater Trans-

Tiberum area. Finally, connections and associations will be made between the built features 

within the horti and outside monuments around Trans-Tiberum and greater Rome that some of 
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the Julio-Claudians, then later the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, might have been 

aware of and took advantage of in order to further their agendas of creating greater statuses for 

themselves through these horti and their built monuments. The necropolis under St. Peter’s 

Basilica and the necropolis along the Via Triumphalis will also be reintroduced in this chapter in 

order to make an argument for why some of the tombs from the Vatican Necropolis eventually 

spilled over into the boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, and why this might have 

been allowed. As I will argue, I believe the answers to these two questions had to do with the 

declining power of the emperor by the later stages of this necropolis’s life, standard Roman 

burial practices, and attempts at imperial association on the part of the tomb owners. 

The desire of imperial patrons to create new spaces and connections with their horti owes 

a debt to Roman ideas that were already well-established about siting monuments and other types 

of prestigious buildings to take advantage of a location’s history and associations. Imperial 

monuments over time came to include anything from the emperor’s own tomb, to triumphal 

arches commemorating great military victories, to entertainment venues such as the numerous 

circuses, theaters, and naumachia that doted the city of Rome’s landscape. That being said, in 

general, the relationship between physical features, built forms, and often the history of buildings 

or events on a site frequently all worked together to create meaning in a variety of settings and 

circumstances.342 For example, Roman elites who could own a nice home with views high above 

the city of Rome, or as close as possible to dwellings owned by imperial family members343 

                                                 
342 For more detailed information and examples on this phenomenon, see Favro, Diane. The Urban Image 

of Augustan Rome. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996). For additional reading, see 

Favro, Diane. “Reading Augustan Rome: Materiality as Rhetoric In Situ.” Advances in the History of 

Rhetoric 20, no. 2 (2017): pp. 180–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/15362426.2017.1326325. 
343 For an excellent example of this phenomenon, see Tucci, pp. 71–144. 
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could subtly suggest their power, wealth, and status, or even strong imperial favor, all without 

being accused of being too proud or boastful. Tomb placement also held a certain importance 

and philosophy to it. People whose tombs were erected closest to, and in view of, major roads 

leading in and out of cities stood the best chances of being remembered forever because the 

living would constantly pass by their tombs and view them.344 These practices were originally 

brought up in Chapter 3 in regards to Hadrian’s Mausoleum, and will, again, be discussed in the 

last section of this chapter in regards to the necropolis under St. Peter’s Basilica and the 

necropolis along the Via Triumphalis. These practices will particularly be used as reasoning 

behind why some of the tombs from the necropolis under St. Peter’s eventually started to invade 

the boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis. 

As for the Julio-Claudians, and later Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, there has 

been plenty of evidence that suggests that they understood topographical power and association 

better than anyone in the Roman world.345 That being said, while engaging in a practice of 

building for prestige and persuasion in a manner familiar to Romans, imperial patrons had their 

own influences and models particular to them, as well as specific agendas regarding the use of 

topography and buildings to help secure a certain amount of power and status for themselves. 

These agendas were primarily represented through the creation of two important connections. 

One connection lies in the fact that several emperors built their monuments close to, or in view 

of, each other. These location choices were primarily to establish a dynastic connection between 

predecessor and successor, to suggest that one emperor was like another, or to frame one 

                                                 
344 Campbell, pp. 32, 42-43. 
345 For more detailed information and examples, see Davies, 2000. Also see Favro, 1996. 
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emperor’s achievements as another’s own.346 The other type of connection, though, lies in that 

some of these placement choices were also meant to establish a link with the divine.347 Emperor 

Augustus of the Julio-Claudians constructing his tomb on the Campus Martius348 was an early 

example of this practice. Furthermore, as many of these subsequent emperors were deified after 

death, each of their successors wanted to be associated with these divine connections in order to 

suggest closer divine statuses for themselves in life. This tradition, in particular, goes all the way 

back to Julius Caesar and Augustus. Hence, the goal of this chapter is to argue that the Trans-

Tiberum imperial horti were a continuation of these traditions and created these same 

connections. 

“Changes” without Changes: 

The tradition of emperors using different spaces and built monuments to speak to their 

veiled ambitions can be traced back to the first Julio-Claudian emperor, Emperor Augustus (27 

BCE–14 CE). Young Augustus, then Gaius Octavius, grew up and came of age during times of 

great turmoil for Rome. He witnessed one civil war between Pompey the Great and his uncle, 

Julius Caesar, and then participated in a second civil war himself.349 This second civil war 

resulted from Julius Caesar, Augustus’s adoptive father, being assassinated by his fellow 

senators after, arguably, being too transparent in his ambitions for political power, and Octavius 

                                                 
346 For more detailed information and examples, see Davies, 2000. 
347 Ibid. 
348 Ibid., p. 49. 
349 See “The Life of Augustus” from The Lives of the Twelve Caesars by C. Suetonius Tranquillus; as 

reproduced and published in the Loeb Classical Library, 1913; as quoted in Thayer, William P., ed. “The 

Life of Augustus.” Suetonius • Life of Augustus, n.d. 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Suetonius/12Caesars/Augustus*.html. 
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asserting his claim as Caesar’s heir, along with Mark Anthony, among others. Young Octavius 

eventually defeated his enemies, including Mark Anthony at the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE,350 

and had similar ambitions to Caesar’s in that he wanted to establish himself as a new seat of 

power in the Roman government, the son of a god351 with a divine lineage, and hoped to 

establish a permanent dynasty,352 all while still upholding the old forms of government.353 

However, Octavius realized he could not as bluntly reveal these lofty ambitions as Caesar had. In 

order to accomplish his goals, Octavius had to take a more gentle, but ingenious approach to 

making these governmental, divine, and dynastic agendas seem as though they already fit in with 

the pre-established “traditions of the ancestors” or mos maiorum.354 He wanted to “change 

Rome,” but couldn’t be perceived as changing Rome at the same time. All the while, he also 

wanted to create this idea that a new “Golden Age,” or aetatem auream, had come to Rome and 

its people after all the suffering of the civil wars and that he was responsible for this newfound 

prosperity.355 These bold desires were brilliantly presented in how he carefully encoded 

messages of these desires in his massive building programs. One of the best examples of how 

Augustus accomplished this goal of subtly presenting some of his previously mentioned 

ambitions is seen in the construction of Augustus’s mausoleum. Emperor Augustus famously 

constructed his tomb on the Campus Martius,356 a sacred field associated with the god Mars and 

military traditions regarding training and preparation for war. Previously, it had been prohibited 

                                                 
350 See Ibid. 
351 See reference to the Sidus Iulium and Caesar’s deification in Scott, p. 257. For original sources, see 

Plin. NH. ii. 93; Suet. Vita Divi Iuli 88; Cass. Dio xlv. 7; Verg. Aen. viii. 681; x. 272. 
352 Clarke, 2006, p. 25. 
353 Davies, pp. 51-52. 
354 Ibid. 
355 Clarke, 2006, pp. 19-21. 
356 Davies, p. 49. 
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to be buried in this traditional and sacred location without a senatorial decree.357 Hence, this was 

a very bold decision by Emperor Augustus, but one that allowed him to be associated with a 

powerful divinity, and possibly even suggest divinity for himself. This goal of being associated 

with divinity or becoming divine358 goes back to the fact that Augustus’s adoptive father, Julius 

Caesar, supposedly underwent a postmortem deification, or apotheosis after a comet was seen 

some months after his death during his funerary games, what became known as the Sidus 

Iulium.359 Divinity was also suggested by the design of Augustus’s mausoleum (see Figure 33). 

The circular shape of the tomb has been suggested as having a cosmic symbolism to it, such as 

the rotation of the seasons and celestial bodies.360 Such symbolism was often associated with 

divinity, and since a circular form is also a never-ending form, it also symbolized eternity.361 In 

addition, Augustus placed two imported Egyptian obelisks by the front entrance of this tomb,362 

which were cosmic solar symbols themselves, and had a large statue of himself on the top of the 

mausoleum.363 Therefore, Augustus’s tomb design even suggested that he had a connection with 

the divine364 and that, he too, would live on forever.365 

 

                                                 
357 Ibid., p. 50. 
358 Ibid., p. 74. 
359 Scott, p. 257. For original sources, see Plin. NH. ii. 93; Suet. Vita Divi Iuli 88; Cass. Dio xlv. 7; Verg. 

Aen. viii. 681; x. 272. Also see Davies, p. 74. 
360 For more detailed information on cosmic symbolism, and this example of it, see Davies, pp. 75-101. 
361 See Ibid. 
362 Ibid., p. 15. 
363 Ibid., p. 16. 
364 For Augustus’s connection to Divine Caesar specifically, see Ibid., p. 74. 
365 See Ibid., pp. 75-101. 
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Figure 33: Reconstructed model of Augustus’s Mausoleum. General visual aid for what’s 

mentioned in the text. Visual aid to compare with Hadrian’s Mausoleum (Figure 7). 

https://colosseumrometickets.com/mausoleum-of-augustus/. 

Even then, future building projects by Augustus would continue to get even subtler in their 

symbolism, such as the Ara Pacis Augustae, which has no clear dedication to any particular 

god,366 but placed near Augustus’s tomb with a clear line of sight.367 

In the end, Augustus eventually successfully navigated the complicated task of creating a 

new artistic and building precedent that allowed him to carefully express his lofty, ambitious 

                                                 
366 This is somewhat due to the fact that identifications for all the mythical figures depicted on the outer 

walls of the Ara Pacis can’t be concretely pinpointed. For more information and examples on this 

identification debate, see Rehak, Paul. “Aeneas or Numa? Rethinking the Meaning of the Ara Pacis 

Augustae.” The Art Bulletin 83, no. 2 (June 2001): pp. 190–208. https://doi.org/10.2307/3177206. Also 

see Clarke, 2006, pp. 19–28. 
367 See Figure 9 image in Clarke, 2006, p. 23. 
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goals without creating trouble for himself among members of the Roman senatorial body. 

Through the careful placement and arrangement of his numerous buildings and monuments over 

the course of his reign, and through the use of cosmic symbolism, foundation myths, and other 

iconographical choices in his built monuments, Augustus slowly introduced his governmental, 

divine, and dynastic ambitions as new “traditions” that supposedly were in line with the old 

traditions of Rome. Thus, his fellow Roman elites and the Roman people more willingly 

accepted these new standards of Roman government that would be carried on by successive 

generations of emperors to come, starting with the other Julio-Claudians, and then later, the 

Flavian and early 2nd century emperors. 

Inside the Horti: 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the Horti Agrippinae, subsequent Horti Neronis, and the Horti 

Domitiae were located on the far side of the Tiber River in the Trans-Tiberum area, up against 

one end of the Janiculum Hill, and around the Vaticanum area.368 The timeline for the built 

features and terrain being examined in relation to these imperial horti and the surrounding Trans-

Tiberum area is from roughly the late 1st century BCE through the first half of the 2nd century 

CE under the reigns of the Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd century emperors. The most 

notable emperors concerning the built features and associations being discussed in this chapter 

were Emperors Caligula, Nero, Domitian, and Hadrian. That being said, many of the 

topographical associations being suggested in this chapter could have also been utilized by the 

other emperors during this time period, such as Emperors Claudius, Vespasian, Titus, Nerva, and 

                                                 
368 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, pp. 12-17. Also see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see 

Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 
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Trajan, in their own ways. As for the monuments inside these imperial horti that will be 

discussed in this chapter section, those monuments will primarily be the Circus Gai et Neronis, 

the Gaianum, the Phrygianum, and Hadrian’s Mausoleum. 

Looking more closely at the interior contents of these case study imperial horti as built up 

by Julio-Claudian, Flavian, and early 2nd-century emperors, certain dynastic connections can 

arguably be made. To begin, many of the built features within the Horti Domitiae were situated 

fairly close together since the Gaianum, the Naumachia Vaticana, and Hadrian’s Mausoleum all 

came to reside within this one space. This closeness of features with the same space could have 

been a continuation of the practice established by the first Julio-Claudian emperor, Augustus, by 

succeeding Julio-Claudian and later emperors in that they placed their built monuments in 

particular spots to be close to their predecessors’ monuments in order to establish or reinforce the 

dynastic connections between them. A similar situation seems to have also been created by the 

fact that the Trans-Tiberum horti were situated adjacent to each other in the Vaticanum area, and 

were connected together by the Via Cornelia. Hence, dynastic connections could have been 

alluded to between the individual owners of both of these horti in that sense. The Horti Domitiae 

was located on the north side of this road though, while the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis were 

located on the south side of this road. In another example, both Caligula and Nero were, and still 

are, associated with the same built monument, the Circus Gai et Neronis, which was located 

within the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis on its western end, parallel to the road which marked 

the northern border of this horti. In this case, a dynastic connection seems to have been 

established by means of association with the same monument. Interestingly though, Emperor 

Caligula did establish a second, more private chariot race course, the Gaianum, as mentioned in 
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Chapter 2. Unfortunately though, this site later got absorbed into the northwestern end of the 

Horti Domitiae. Emperor Domitian and other subsequent emperors who owned that horti might 

have been trying to establish a dynastic connection by taking the Gaianum over and claiming it 

as their own. Emperor Hadrian reinforced dynastic connection by building his own funerary 

mausoleum within the Horti Domitiae, in the south end, thus connecting himself to the previous 

imperial owners of that space. Additionally, using the bridge, the Pons Aelius, and the Via 

Cornelia, both of which his tomb was next to on the north side, Hadrian might have also been 

attempting to dynastically connect himself to the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, and with that, 

the previous owners of that horti and their monuments within that space as well. A dynastic 

connection was even further emphasized by the fact that Hadrian’s own mausoleum followed a 

lot of the same design choices, including the circular shape and eternal cosmic symbolism369 as 

Augustus’s mausoleum, thus indicating a continuing dynasty and connection to Augustus 

through this similar use of symbolism.370 In the end, all of these dynastic connections could have 

been made between these imperial horti and these built structures, and by extension, so could 

have connections to deified predecessors since some of the previously mentioned emperors, such 

as Augustus, Vespasian, and Titus, were defied by senatorial decrees after their deaths.371 

Therefore, divine associations could have been implied at the same time as dynastic ones, thus 

further elevating the status of any of the emperors who owned these horti. 

                                                 
369 For more detailed information regarding examples of Hadrian using cosmic symbolism, including in 

his mausoleum, see Davies, pp. 79-85. 
370 For more detailed information regarding examples of Augustus and Hadrian using cosmic symbolism 

in various building projects, see Ibid., pp. 75-101. 
371 Ibid., p. 74. 
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The Phrygianum is also worth noting as it was located near either the Circus Gai et 

Neronis in the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis or the Gaianum in the Horti Domitiae.372 As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, the Phrygianum was a shrine or small sanctuary to the goddess Magna 

Mater and her mystery cult “on the right bank of the Tiber,” “known from several inscriptions on 

fragmentary marble altars.”373 Magna Mater was another name for the Eastern goddess 

Cybele,374 whose cult became absorbed into, and very popular in, the Roman Empire.375 The 

addition of this sacred shrine seems to have most likely occurred under either Trajan’s or 

Hadrian’s reign.376 As the result of conflicting evidence, some scholars have determined that the 

Phrygianum was most likely near the Circus Gai et Neronis, while others believe it was closer to 

the Gaianum.377 That being said, either of these two features residing juxtaposed to this sacred 

shrine to Magna Mater could have alluded to another attempt by the emperors to be associated 

with a divine figure and subtle suggest a more divine status for themselves. If the Phrygianum 

was closer to the Circus Gai et Neronis though, this divine association would have also been 

strengthened by the addition of the circus’s own cosmic symbolism with its circular design and 

the presence of the imported Egyptian obelisk on its spina.378 Therefore, with all of the above-

                                                 
372 For additional, detailed information regarding arguments and evidence for the Phrygianum’s possible 

location, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 29-32. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 71-80. 
373 CIL vi. 497-504, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0054:id=magna-mater-in-vaticano. 
374 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
375 For additional reading, see Gee, 2011. 
376 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
377 For additional, detailed information about this monument, including arguments and evidence for the 

Phrygianum’s possible location, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 29-32. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 71-80. 
378 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Circus Gai et Neronis,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. Obelisk was imported from Heliopolis. For original sources, see Plin. 

NH XVI.201; XXXVI.74; CIL VI.882 = 31191. For more detailed information regarding circuses, 

including this one, and cosmic symbolism, see Davies, pp. 83-85. 
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mentioned examples in mind, we can already clearly start to see how the placement of several 

features, built or otherwise, created subtle, but meaningful connections that several emperors 

hoped to exploit in order to elevate their statuses. 

Outside the Horti: 

This next chapter section focuses on the general placement of the imperial horti 

themselves, and the copious features that resided in relative proximity to them in the greater 

Trans-Tiberum area. The Horti Agrippinae, subsequent Horti Neronis, and Horti Domitiae were 

just north of the Janiculum Hill in the Vaticanum area,379 which was a site with connections to 

two divine figures. Janus, from whom the hill took its name, was the two-headed Roman god 

associated with beginnings, endings, gates, doorways, passages, transitions, and duality. In 

addition, as mentioned in Chapter 4, the Lucus Furrinae was located on the Janiculum Hill, 

further south. Hence, this hill also possessed an association with the goddess Furrina as well. 

More importantly though, the Janiculum Hill came right up to, and might have even entered, the 

southern boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis. Doing so would not only increase 

the connection between these particular horti to Janus, but also by extension, Furrina. These 

possible connections to these gods can be even more strongly reinforced considering that there 

was this possible blurring of boundaries taking place between the Janiculum Hill and the above-

mentioned horti. The Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, the Janiculum Hill, and the Lucus 

Furrinae could arguably be viewed as blurring together into one space, thus strengthening the 

various emperors’ associations with both divinities. This interpretation would also mean that the 

                                                 
379 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, pp. 12-17. Also see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 13-21. Also see 

Castagnoli, pp. 13-16. 
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imperial owners of that particular horti would, in a subtle sense, have Furrina’s priesthood and 

state holiday connected to their own space. This would leave this particular horti open to the 

interpretation that it was an extension of Furrina’s sacred grove, and with that, could have 

created an association between the emperors who owned this horti and the divine. Furthermore, 

having the emperors be able to connect themselves to Furrina’s state priesthood would also allow 

those emperors to draw upon the same power and influence the priests of this cult gained from 

caretaking this sacred grove. Emperor Nero, one of the owners of the above-mentioned horti, 

seems to have taken advantage of this connection to Furrina in his own way by adding the cult of 

Atargatis, a Syrian goddess he was found of, to the Lucus Furrinae,380 thus subtly establishing 

his own unique link to the grove. It is important to keep in mind that the Horti Domitiae cannot 

be entirely left out of this conversation. This horti was, as previously mentioned, connected to 

the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis by the Via Cornelia. While a bit more of a stretch, it could 

still be argued that this horti’s boundaries could have also, in a sense, blurred together with the 

boundaries of all these other spaces, and its imperial owners could have also taken advantage of 

all these possible connections to Janus, Furrina, and Furrina’s priesthood stated above as well. 

A third large space of religious significance that lay just east of the Trans-Tiberum horti, 

across the Tiber River, was the Campus Martius. This was the field sacred to the god of war, 

Mars, and was the site from where the Roman military would train and depart for war. War and 

conquest were significant parts of Roman life, particularly as the empire continued to expand; 

hence, this sacred area held both religious and secular prominence. Therefore, having imperially-

                                                 
380 For additional reading and information regarding the alterations and new deities incorporated in the 

cult site belonging to Furrina on the Janiculum Hill, including Emperor Nero expanding the worship of 

Atargatis on this site, see Gauckler, 1912; Goodhue, 1975. 
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owned horti near this area might have suggested both a divine connection between the god of 

war and the emperor and a connection between the emperor’s ability to command great armies 

and bring conquered lands under imperial control. Furthermore, another layer is added with the 

addition of the fact that Emperor Augustus’s own tomb and supporting monuments resided 

within this sacred field.381 Then, a connection to the first emperor who was also defied could also 

be established, hence another divine connection made to the emperors.  

Therefore, the placement of these imperial horti near these three ancient and sacred zones 

alone might have held powerful symbolism in terms of divine affiliations, dynastic connections, 

and subtle representations of the emperor’s authority. That being said, one other large space 

worth noting, that was even further to the south of these imperial properties, was the former 

grounds of the Horti Casaris. Whether or not the emperors wanted to create topographical 

associations between the Trans-Tiberim horti and these grounds, and subsequently, Julius 

Caesar, remains unclear given that Caesar’s actions and decisions during and after his life were 

met with mixed reception, as previously mentioned. Some of his choices in life, such as being 

too transparent with his ambitions, were not well-received while his decision to leave the Horti 

Casaris to the Roman people in his will was popular. 

As for other, somewhat smaller built elements near the imperial horti, there were also the 

previously mentioned Vatican necropolises, one along the Via Triumphalis382 and one north of 

the Via Cornelia,383 now under St. Peter’s Basilica, whose relationship to these imperial horti, 

                                                 
381 For more information, see Clarke, 2006, pp. 19–28. Also see Davies, pp. 49-50. 
382 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 142. For additional, detailed information about necropolises in the 

surrounding area, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
383 Ibid., p. 42. For additional, detailed information about necropolises in the surrounding area, including 

this one, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
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particularly the Horti Agrippinae and subsequent Horti Neronis, will subsequently be discussed 

later in this chapter. Additionally, there were the two bridges, the Pons Neronianus and Pons 

Aelius, which were located just outside these imperial horti and, as previously mentioned, 

connected these imperial properties to the greater city of Rome. 

There were also a couple of small temples dedicated to Fors Fortuna, the goddess of luck 

and fortune, located further away from these imperial horti within the southern region of the 

Trans-Tiberum area, which I argue, based on their locations, reveal precedent for religious sites 

within private garden spaces. The first “two archaic temples [to] Fors Fortuna are known to have 

been built on the Via Campana.”384 One [was] founded by Servius Tullius at the first 

milestone,”385 and the other at the sixth milestone, far outside the city.386 Then, later on, two 

additional temples to Fors Fortuna were constructed. The first one is known, according to Livy, 

“from a contract dating to 293 BCE by Spurius Carvilius which specifically mentions a temple 

near” the original temple founded by Servius Tullius.387 The second was a temple dedicated in 16 

CE by Tiberius “within the confines of the Horti Caesaris.”388 “Since the first milestone on Via 

Campana389 would also fall within the limits of the Horti Caesaris, it is reasonable to think that” 

the temples to the cult dedicated by Servius Tullius, Spurius Carvilius, and Tiberius might have 

                                                 
384 Harmanşah, Ömür. “Fors Fortuna, Fanum.” Digital Augustan Rome. University of Arizona, n.d. 

https://www.digitalaugustanrome.org/records/fors-fortuna-fanum/. For original sources, see Savage 31-35 

esp. n.52, n.61; Varro, de Lat. Ling. VI.17: fanum Fortis Fortunae. 
385 Ibid. For original sources, see Savage 31-35 esp. n.52, n.61; Varro, de Lat. Ling. VI.17: fanum Fortis 

Fortunae. 
386 Harmanşah, “Fors Fortuna, Fanum,” https://www.digitalaugustanrome.org/records/fors-fortuna-

fanum/. 
387 Ibid. For original source, see Liv. X.46.14. 
388 Ibid. For original source, see Tac. Ann. II.41.1. 
389 Ibid. As measured from the *Pons Aemilius; cf. Scheid 642; Palmer 370. 
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all “been built within the same neighborhood in Trans-Tiberum.”390 The possible significance of 

the presence of these temples in the Trans-Tiberum area may not be much, but this one striking 

feature stands out. If one or all of these temples to Fors Fortuna resided within the area that was 

the Horti Caesaris, this could have implications for the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. If the 

temples dedicated by Servius Tullius and Spurius Carvilius did indeed exist in that area early on, 

it means that these temples would have existed while the area was a private space. This 

possibility might suggest the ability, in some cases, to have religious sites within private gardens. 

If so, then this would further back up the possibility that the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti had 

religious sites, like the Phrygianum, within them as well, thus adding a religious nature to these 

spaces and potentially linking them to sacred groves and the divine even more since sacred 

groves had religious altars and shrines within them as well. Meanwhile, the later temple 

dedicated by Tiberius would have been after the Horti Caesaris became public, so the 

implications of its presence may be less potent, but it too could have still reinforced this same 

idea of adding a religious nature to these private gardens by means of its location, in a way.  

Finally, one other important monument located within the greater Trans-Tiberum area 

worth discussing is the Naumachia Augusti (see Figure 34). This imperial monument was located 

further south in the Trans-Tiberum area, near the southern bend of the Tiber River. As stated in 

Chapter 2, the Naumachia Augusti was an “artificial pond constructed by Augustus in 2 BCE on 

the right bank of the Tiber,” where he re-created artificial naval battles “on a [grand] scale in 

                                                 
390 Ibid. For original sources, see Richardson; contra, Savage 33, Champeaux 201. 
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connection with the dedication of the temple of Mars Ultor.”391 This structure was one of the first 

built in the Trans-Tiberum area because Emperor Augustus reigned and existed first. 

 

 
Figure 34: Map of Rome. The location of the Naumachia Augusti is in the lower bend of the 

Tiber River, on the left side (oval shape). General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text in 

regard to the site’s location. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plan_Rome_-

_Naumachia_Vaticana.png. 

                                                 
391 Veil. ii. 100; Mon. Anc. iv. 43-44; Suet. Aug. 43; Tac. Ann. xii. 56; Cass. Dio lxvi. 25; Euseb. ad a. 

Abr. 2014, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
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There were no imperial predecessors and monuments for Augustus to associate himself with, 

given that he was the first emperor. Therefore, there is no conceivable way, other than by chance, 

that this structure could have been located near the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti once they came 

into existence, a point that is also significant. The first horti, the Horti Agrippinae, came into 

existence under the ownership of Agrippina the Elder,392 Augustus’s granddaughter.393 Agrippina 

the Elder lived from 14 BCE–33CE,394 meaning that when the naumachia first appeared in 2 

BCE, she would have still been an adolescent of twelve. Furthermore, Agrippina’s father, 

Marcus Agrippa, had died when she was two, her stepfather, Tiberius Claudius Nero, “in 6 BCE 

walked out, and sought retirement and respite on the island of Rhodes” partially of her mother 

Julia’s promiscuous lifestyle, and in 2 BCE, her mother was exiled by Augustus because of her 

adulterous lifestyle “from which neither he nor Tiberius were to release her.”395 “Thus, [at] the 

age of twelve, Agrippina had effectively lost both of her parents, and had an absent 

stepfather.”396 Hence, Agrippina the Elder was not really in a position to own lavish garden 

spaces at that point in time. Therefore, with no imperial predecessors before him and no Trans-

Tiberum imperial horti effectively in existence at the time, there was no particular need for 

Augustus to build this naumachia anywhere for either of those specific reasons because no 

beneficial associations could be made.  

                                                 
392 Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 264‑273, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Horti,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/horti.html. For original sources, see Sen. de ira III.18; Philo Iud. de legat. ad Gaium II.572. 
393 Shotter, p. 341. 
394 “Agrippina the Elder,” The British Museum, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG140772. 
395 Shotter, pp. 341-342. 
396 Ibid. 
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That all being said, Augustus’s naumachia did reside in closer proximity to the former 

grounds of the Horti Casaris, the gardens owned by Caesar, Augustus’s adopted father, which 

were in the same southern region of the Trans-Tiberum area. While there might not have been an 

imperial dynastic connection being made, Augustus could have been subtly connecting himself 

to Caesar in this way.397 It has been well-argued by several scholars398 that many of Augustus’s 

artistic choices for portraiture, coinage, and some of his architectural projects were attempts to 

connect himself to Caesar, especially given that Caesar was deified after death.399 Two well-

known examples of building projects that helped establish this link to Caesar were Augustus 

building his own forum right next to Caesar’s forum, with both having the same general design 

of “rectangular enclosures with temples set at their backs and flanked by colonnaded 

porticoes,”400 and Augustus building a temple to Mars the “Avenger” because he had avenged 

Caesar’s demise.401 Therefore, it is well within the realm of possibility that this was the one 

predecessor, albeit a non-imperial one, that Augustus might have been trying to tie himself to by 

placing his naumachia where he did. 

It is still curious though that, being that Emperor Augustus was the ultimate imperial 

predecessor, having established the roles and position of the emperor, one wonders why 

especially the Julio-Claudians, but even the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, did not 

                                                 
397 Davies, p. 74. 
398 For copious scholarship, see Davies, pp. 73-74; Droge, pp. 90-93; Beard, 2016, pp. 353–374; Pandey, 

Nandini B. “Caesar’s Comet, the Julian Star, and the Invention of Augustus.” Transactions of the 

American Philological Association 143, no. 2 (2013): pp. 405–449. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/apa.2013.0010; Zanker, 1990; Galinsky, 2012. 
399 Scott, p. 257. For original sources, see Plin. NH. ii. 93; Suet. Vita Divi Iuli 88; Cass. Dio xlv. 7; Verg. 

Aen. viii. 681; x. 272. Also see Davies, p. 74. 
400 Droge, pp. 90-93. 
401 Ibid., pp. 86-89. 
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build up their monuments closer to and around Augustus’s monument. These decisions could 

have been made out of respect for Augustus, especially since he was eventually deified after 

death. That being said, the fact that Augustus was deified after death would make the desire to 

want to build near Augustus’s naumachia even greater as it would allow all of these emperors to 

establish another link to divinity, as well as a dynastic connection. Alternatively, I argue that this 

might have been the purpose for the presence of the Naumachia Vaticana in the northwestern 

end of the Horti Domitiae, to establish a dynastic connection with Augustus’s naumachia 

through imitation and, by extension, an association with a divine figure. This structure, which lay 

just north-west of where the Mausoleum of Hadrian would come to reside,402 was arguably either 

built by Trajan (98–117 CE), “to whose period the brick-facing [belonged, or] perhaps [it was] a 

rebuilding of that of Domitian [81–96 CE] in the same or another place.”403 Therefore, it is 

unclear when this built feature appeared in this horti, but by building the same type of structure 

in the same general area (Trans-Tiberum) as the Naumachia Augusti, Domitian or Trajan could 

have subtly alluded to a connection between both naumachia, and by extension, a connection 

between himself and Augustus. Whether or not this was indeed the intended motivation for the 

construction of this later naumachia remains a mystery, but this argument certainly offers a new 

viewing and interpretation of this somewhat enigmatic structure that was located within the Horti 

Domitiae. 

                                                 
402  DAP I. x. (1842), 431-470; NS 1899, 436; BC 1911, 204-205, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-vaticana. For additional, detailed 

information about this monument, see Castagnoli, p. 81. 
403 AJA 1912, 417, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-vaticana. 
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In and Out: 

A question remains concerning the relationship between the built monuments located 

inside the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and various structures located outside these spaces in the 

greater area of Rome, since some of the built forms located outside these imperial horti seem to, 

or could have, created important associations that would have been beneficial to either the 

emperors or certain other figures. Again, both the Pons Neronianus and Pons Aelius were located 

just outside horti boundaries, but, as previously mentioned, they were the bridges that helped 

connect the Horti Agrippinae and subsequent Horti Neronis to the Horti Domitiae, and they 

allowed for direct access to these horti from the rest of the city and vice versa.  

Then there were the tombs of the Vatican necropolis, which now reside under St. Peter’s 

Basilica, and were previously mentioned in Chapter 2.404 These freestanding tombs, built starting 

around the second half of the 1st century CE,405 and until the necropolis was covered over by old 

St. Peter’s Basilica by Emperor Constantine in the 4th century CE,406 originally resided along the 

north side of the northern boundary of the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, which was delineated 

by the Via Cornelia, and west of the Horti Domitiae. However, over time, some of these tombs 

slowly began to invade the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis’s space,407 south of the road. This 

was an interesting situation for a couple of reasons. Normally, burials in funerary complexes and 

                                                 
404 For more general information, see Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, 2010; Liverani and Weiland, 1999; 

Castagnoli, 1992. 
405 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 42. 
406 Ibid., p. 20. Also see, Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Circus Gai et 

Neronis,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. For more detailed information, see plan in Lanciani, Pagan and 

Christian Rome 128. 
407 For more information, see Gee, 2003. Also see Gee, 2011, pp. 63–83. 
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tombs were required to be outside any city’s borders, according to the set of laws known as the 

Twelve Tables.408 These freestanding Vatican necropolis tombs, and even the tombs of the 

necropolis along the Via Triumphalis, were indeed outside the pomerium, the city of Rome’s 

border, which lay to the east across the Tiber River. That said, given that some of the Vatican 

tombs were starting to encroach on an imperially-owned property, the Horti Agrippinae/Horti 

Neronis,409 we would presume this would result in some type of repercussions against the 

families who owned and buried their dead in these tombs. The ability for this incursion to occur 

onto an imperial property’s space without consequence, and the motives behind the placement of 

all the tombs near these imperial properties in the first place have been debated, with some 

believing that it happened because the Horti Agrippinae and subsequent Horti Neronis, the 

gardens that were invaded, were abandoned at some point by the imperial family.410 This may 

explain why eventually, by the time this necropolis and its freestanding tombs were covered over 

by Old St. Peter’s Basilica in the 4th century CE,411 some of these necropolis tombs had been 

able to encroach into these horti towards the end, since by the later part of this necropolis’s life, 

Rome was falling into decline, and with that, the power and influence of the emperors. Thus the 

tombs invading the space of this property might not have entirely been that controversial after 

all. 

                                                 
408 Campbell, p. 31. Also see Toynbee, pp. 48, 73. For an original source concerning the Twelve Tables, 

see Cic. De leg. II.23.58. 
409 For more information, see Gee, 2003. Also see Gee, 2011, pp. 63–83. 
410 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
411 Ibid., p. 20. Also see, Platner and Ashby (1929), pp. 113‑114, as quoted in Thayer, ed. “Circus Gai et 

Neronis,” 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/_Texts/PLATO

P*/Circus_Gai_et_Neronis.html. For more detailed information, see plan in Lanciani, Pagan and 

Christian Rome 128. 
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This doesn’t explain though why these tombs started appearing north of the Horti 

Agrippinae/Horti Neronis in the first place before the grounds fell into disuse.412 One reason may 

have been tied to tomb owners’ attempts to display a person or family’s wealth and status.413 In 

the same way having one’s home closer to the imperial family’s residences could be viewed as a 

subtle sign of wealth, status, and possibly favor, the same subtle associations and connections 

could have been made through the proximity of peoples’ tombs to imperially-owned grounds.414 

This argument is backed up by the fact that many of the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis did 

appear to be those belonging to wealthy freedmen415 and their families, who often wanted to 

emphasize their newfound wealth and status, even in death, as a source of pride. This argument 

is also supported by the fact that these necropolis tombs were located near the largest imperial 

monument found within Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, the Circus Gai et Neronis. Burial near 

this monument would have allowed tomb owners to associate with “the circus’s cyclical 

symbolism and, most specifically, to benefit from its ability to evoke contemplation of the 

seasonal alteration of life and death in the span of an existence.”416 This is supported by the fact 

that many of these tombs were “aligned in a double file near the north flank of the circus, facing 

both the track” as well as the Via Cornelia, and were “aligned along an axis parallel to the spina 

of the circus.”417 Furthermore, “at some point during the last decades of the second century, at 

least one tomb [even] invaded the actual grounds of the circus, [which] by this time fallen into 

                                                 
412 The cessation of activity and occupation appears to have started post-Nero and the last evidence for 

any resumption before the Constantinian building program was that by Elagabalus who drove a chariot 

with elephants on the grounds in/near the circus. See Gee, 2011, p. 63. 
413 For additional information regarding this argument, see Gee, 2003. 
414 For additional information regarding this argument, see Gee, 2003. 
415 Toynbee, pp. 87-91. 
416 Gee, 2011, p. 64. 
417 Ibid., p. 65. 
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disuse as a racing track.”418 This fact also indicates that the Circus had, by then, fallen out of use 

as a site of entertainment. 

Two additional reasons though for these tombs to appear in the area and “invade” the 

boundaries of the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis have to do with standard Roman burial 

practices, and with that, the fact that the Trans-Tiberum horti were gardens and that a major road 

ran through the Vaticanum area that connected these gardens together, the Via Cornelia. In 

death, Romans wanted to be remembered long after they were gone by both their family and the 

living in general.419 There were several ways in which this was achieved. The most obvious way 

was to build a grand tomb complex that could house multiple family members. It could also 

serve as a monument by having portraiture and inscriptions of the deceased decorating the 

exterior.420 The interior of the tombs were also sometimes decorated with paintings421 and these, 

along with the other aforementioned features, could also have been displays of the deceased’s 

wealth and status after death.422 Furthermore, as previously discussed in Chapter 3, many tomb 

complexes also had their own gardens of varying sizes with plants and trees that were maintained 

by living relatives.423 This detail is particularly significant because the owners of the tombs in the 

Vatican necropolis might have been trying to subtly suggest a viewing of the Horti 

Agrippinae/Horti Neronis as one grand tomb garden for all of them by allowing their tombs to 

encroach onto this property’s space. At the same time, the one other way to insure remembrance 

                                                 
418 Ibid., p. 66. 
419 Campbell, pp. 32, 42-43. For additional information, see Gee, 2003. 
420 Ibid., p. 32. 
421 For more details and examples, see Ibid., pp. 37–38. 
422 For more detailed information, see Ibid., pp. 31–43. 
423 For more details, examples, and ancient evidence, see Ibid. 
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by the living was to, as mentioned in Chapter 3, have one’s tomb located along a busy roadway 

leading to and from a town.424 This preference of location near a major road is well documented 

outside of Rome, Pompeii, and Ostia Antica.425 Since travelers would have passed by on such 

roads each day, many of them would have viewed the tombs near these roads frequently, and in 

this way, would have kept the memory of those deceased alive.426 Therefore, the other major 

reason for owners to place their tombs in the Vaticanum area, whether near or in the imperial 

horti, would be to have their tombs along the Via Cornelia. The necropolis tombs along the Via 

Triumphalis support this tradition of being buried near a major road, and these particular tombs 

were along a roadway leading up to these imperial horti, possibly an attempt by these tomb 

owners to create a subtle connection between their tombs and the imperial horti.427 Therefore, 

this goal must have been the same for the owners of the tombs in the Vatican necropolis as well. 

If some of these tombs could have been placed and connected to both the imperially-owned 

gardens and the main road of the Via Cornelia, the subtle association with imperial figures and 

the high viewing potential by the living would have assured the memorability of the tombs and 

their occupants, as well as served as an important representation of status for them. 

These last two arguments in particular are supported by the fact that Emperor Hadrian 

placed his own tomb fully within the Horti Domitiae, as discussed in Chapter 3, thus arguably 

using this horti to serve as his own personal tomb garden as well. Furthermore, with this location 

                                                 
424 Ibid., p. 42. 
425 Toynbee, p. 73. 
426 Campbell, pp. 32, 42-43. 
427 For more detailed information regarding this necropolis and its tombs, see Liverani, Spinola, and 

Zander, pp. 142-285. For additional, detailed information about necropolises in the surrounding area, see 

Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
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choice, Emperor Hadrian also placed his own tomb near a major road, the Via Cornelia. Hence it 

seems that even Emperor Hadrian was also trying to replicate some of these tomb traditions, 

which might have further encouraged some of the necropolis tomb owners to do the same with 

the Horti Agrippinae/Horti Neronis, using it as one grand tomb garden for them all. At the same 

time though, we can also arguably see that some of these other tomb traditions played out with 

the tombs of the Vatican necropolis. A number of these tombs possess very well-preserved 

fresco paintings in their interiors (tombs E, F, G, I, X, Z), although some also possess mosaics 

(tombs C, I, M, Φ) or marble relief sculptures as decoration (tomb H) as well.428 More than one 

fully built structural complex is found, with multiple niches within to contain the cremated 

remains of multiple family members (tombs B, C, E, F, H, I).429 Inscriptions and portraiture have 

also been found in association with a number of these tombs, either in connection with the built 

structures (tombs F, H, L, M, N) or on the marble sarcophagi and cinerary urns that are also 

characteristic of many of these tombs (tombs H, N, S, T, Z, Φ).430 All of these elements fit with 

the previously mentioned standard practices that were used throughout the Roman world to 

display wealth and status after death. It is also worth noting though that many of these tombs 

were constructed up against each other, thus indicating competition for space within this highly 

desirable area.431 

                                                 
428 For additional details and images regarding these examples, and to see more examples and images, see 

Ibid., pp. 57-139. For additional, detailed information about necropolises in the surrounding area, 

including this one, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
429 For additional details and images regarding these examples, and to see more examples and images, see 

Ibid. 
430 For additional details and images regarding these examples, and to see more examples and images, see 

Ibid. 
431 For additional details, see Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, pp. 57-139. For additional, detailed 

information about necropolises in the surrounding area, including this one, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 

40-43, 46-52, 54-57, 61-90, 139-144. 
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One other funerary structure in the Trans-Tiberum area that lends itself to supporting 

these tomb traditions that the tomb owners of the Vatican necropolis were exploiting as part of 

their efforts to showcase their wealth and status in death is “the family tomb of C. Sulpicius 

Platorinus, triumvir monetalis in 18 B.C., on the right bank of the Tiber.”432 This tomb complex 

was located “close to the end of the Pons Agrippae,433 and it was a rectangular structure, with the 

entrance on the west.”434 “The stylobate and front part of the walls were of travertine, the inner 

walls of brick-faced concrete, and the pavement of white mosaic.”435 “In the niches were 

cinerary urns with inscriptions,436 and on the pavement were found two statues of heroic size and 

a bust.”437 Such grandness, features, ability to house multiple family members, and location near 

a major thoroughfare with a bridge further exemplify these desires to be remembered after death 

as well as to showcase one’s status.438 

Finally, even towards the latter part of the Vatican necropolis’s life, there still might have 

been some attempts at association with imperial figures, with some of the tombs spilling over 

                                                 
432 NS 1880, 129-138; 1883, 372; 1896, 467-469; BC 1880, 136-138; Mitt. 1889, 286; HJ 650, as quoted 

in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DS%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D2%3Aentry%3Dsep-c.-sulpici-platorini. 
433 Ibid. 
434 BA 1911, 365; PT 68, 71, 242, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DS%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D2%3Aentry%3Dsep-c.-sulpici-platorini. It has been reconstructed in 

the Museo Nazionale Romano. 
435 Ibid. 
436 CIL vi. 31761-31768a, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DS%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D2%3Aentry%3Dsep-c.-sulpici-platorini. 
437 BA 1911, 365; PT 68, 71, 242, as quoted in Platner and Ashby, Platner and Ashby, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DS%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D2%3Aentry%3Dsep-c.-sulpici-platorini. It has been reconstructed in 

the Museo Nazionale Romano. 
438 For additional information, see Gee, 2003. 



148 

 

into the garden. After all, Emperor Augustus was able to put his mausoleum on the sacred field 

of Mars without consequence, a monument not far from this necropolis’s location, and Emperor 

Hadrian placed his own tomb fully within the Horti Domitiae. Therefore, having these necropolis 

tombs spill over into some of the imperial horti may have been subtle attempts at replicating 

these imperial tombs without being too direct or obvious. If so, with these wealthy freedmen 

families439 putting their own tombs on former imperial grounds to create these connections, these 

actions would also argue for the tremendous influence the emperors and these imperial horti still 

had on the Roman psyche, even after the power of the imperial figure declined and these horti 

fell out of use. In the end though, it is impossible to know for sure what happened or what the 

motivations were, but I argue that the Vatican necropolis was a result of wealthy freedmen440 and 

their families creating associations with imperial figures for prestige purposes and, like all, 

wanting to be remembered after death. Furthermore, similar freedmen families might have seen 

these tombs and their placements as a sign of possibilities for them to achieve similar statuses. 

Meanwhile, a few other strong connections can be suggested between some of the built 

structures within these imperial horti and other built monuments in the larger area of Rome as 

well, most notably with the mausoleum of Hadrian. Emperor Hadrian’s tomb was situated closest 

to the Campus Martius, just on the other side of the Tiber River, and even more importantly, was 

closer in terms of spatial proximity to Augustus’s mausoleum and monuments (see Figure 35), 

contained within. 

 

                                                 
439 Toynbee, pp. 87-91. 
440 Ibid. 
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Figure 35: Map image showing the proximity and alignment of Hadrian’s Mausoleum to 

Augustus’s monuments. General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin 

Jacobs. 

  



150 

 

With the addition of the similar circular designs of both tombs, as mentioned in Chapter 2 for 

Hadrian’s and earlier in this chapter for Augustus’s, this really allowed Emperor Hadrian to 

make a dynastic connection to Augustus in addition to his other predecessors. It can even be 

argued that Emperor Hadrian was able to make the strongest connection to Augustus, and with 

that, Augustus’s divine status, in these ways while also gaining a strong divine connection to 

Mars.441 There was also another intriguing thing about the Horti Domitiae, and later, Hadrian’s 

mausoleum. On a map of ancient Rome, one can draw a line southeast from that site, and that 

line would eventually intersect with the Roman Forum (see Figure 36), one of the oldest and 

most important sites in all of Rome.442 While a stretch, this subtle fact might have been known to 

the imperial owners of this particular horti, including Emperor Hadrian. If so, it could be argued 

that a connection to Rome’s revered historical past was being made through the horti’s location 

this way as well, a connection that Hadrian could have particularly exploited with the addition of 

his mausoleum to the Horti Domitiae. 

                                                 
441 See Davies, pp. 49-50, 158-159. 
442 For all monuments Hadrian’s mausoleum was in line of sight with, including the Roman Forum, see 

Davies, pp. 158-162. It is also worth briefly mentioning that Hadrian’s tomb, as well as Augustus’s tomb, 

coincidently, was also in line of site with the Pantheon. See Davies, p. 162. For more information 

regarding Hadrian’s relationship with the Pantheon, and the complicated history of attributing the 

Pantheon and its restorations, see Betjes, Sven. “Hadrian, the Pantheon and the Ideological Resonance of 

the Third Consulship.” American Journal of Numismatics, 2, 33 (2021): pp. 161–184. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/27113075. For information regarding examples of Hadrian using 

cosmic symbolism, including in the Pantheon, see Davies, pp. 79-85. 
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Figure 36: Map image showing the alignment of Hadrian’s Mausoleum to the Roman Forum. 

General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 

Finally, as for the Horti Agrippinae and subsequent Horti Neronis, the one built structure 

in this horti that was also aligned with important monuments in greater Rome was the Circus Gai 

et Neronis. Firstly, the Circus Gai et Neronis was, in fact, the only circus in Rome that matched 

the size dimensions of the oldest and most important circus in the city, the Circus Maximus.443 

Furthermore, the Circus Maximus had connections to the goddess Cybele, or Magna Mater, in 

that “during the annual celebration of her festival, the Megalensia, the goddess’s dedicants, 

                                                 
443 See Gee, 2011. 
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carried her image to the Circus Maximus, where the Ludi Megalenses, or “sacred games of 

Magna Mater,” were held.”444 Hence, if the previously mentioned shrine to the same goddess, the 

Phrygianum, was indeed located closer to the Circus Gai et Neronis,445 this same divine 

association with this particular goddess would have been another connection these two circuses 

shared. These observations lead me to suggest that these could have been deliberate design 

choices made by Emperor Caligula of the Julio-Claudians, the commissioner of the Circus Gai et 

Neronis, which were intended to subtly link the Circus Gai et Neronis to the Circus Maximus, 

thus creating a connection to the revered past of Rome in addition to a strengthened connection 

to a divine being.  

Beyond that possible association, the Circus Gai et Neronis also ran west to east, and if 

one drew a line on a map from the circus going east, it would also intersect with the Campus 

Martius, but more importantly, almost perfectly intersect with the Ara Pacis Augustae and the 

Horologium (see Figure 37). These two monuments, built by the first Julio-Claudian emperor, 

Emperor Augustus, possessed a great deal of cosmic or divine symbolism. The Horologium was 

a giant sundial with an imported Egyptian obelisk serving as the gnomon.446 The very nature and 

purpose of a sundial, tracking cosmic bodies like the sun, in addition to the cosmic and eternal 

symbolism of an Egyptian obelisk, very much alluded to ideas of eternity and, in a sense, 

divinity.447 

 

                                                 
444 Ibid., p. 68. 
445 For additional detailed information about this monument, including arguments and evidence for the 

Phrygianum’s possible location, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 29-32. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 71-80. 
446 Clarke, 2006, p. 23. 
447 Ibid. For additional information, see Davies, pp. 76-78. 
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Figure 37: Map image showing the alignment of Circus Gai et Neronis to Augustus’s 

monuments. General visual aid for what’s mentioned in the text. Photo by Erin Jacobs. 

At the same time, near the Horologium was the Ara Pacis Augustae, a sacred altar dedicated by 

Augustus. The exterior wall surrounding this grand altar was decorated with all kinds of 

symbolism of the peaceful and prosperous times Augustus had seemingly brought about, with 

images of vegetation and symbols of fertility like cornucopia, animals, possible personifications 

of peace and Rome, images of babies, and more.448 There were also some panels on the exterior 

wall that showcased important foundation myths from Rome’s revered historical past, which 

were meant to link the old “Golden Age”, or aetatem auream, to the new one created by 

Augustus.449 There was also the fact that the altar itself does not seem to have been clearly 

dedicated to any particular Roman deity, partially due to the fact that identifications for all the 

                                                 
448 Ibid., pp. 19, 21, 24-28. 
449 Ibid., pp. 19-21. 
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mythical figures depicted on the outer walls of the Ara Pacis can’t be concretely pinpointed.450 

One speculation suggests though that Emperor Augustus could have cleverly alluded to himself 

through the possible representation of Numa, one of the early kings of Rome, and his story on 

the altar.451 If this is true, then Augustus could have subtly suggested a kingly, or even more 

divine, status for himself without actually stating so. With the addition of the Julio-Claudian 

emperors, especially, already wanting to connect themselves to deified Augustus and his 

accomplishments in general, all of this symbolism from these two monuments would certainly 

have been desirable for succeeding Julio-Claudian emperors, such as Caligula, Claudius, or 

Nero, to link themselves to, especially if the ultimate goal was to suggest continuity of dynasty, 

and perhaps future apotheosis for themselves as well. That said, even the later Flavian and early 

2nd century emperors might have wanted to take advantage of these connections to achieve the 

same goals. Therefore, the alignment of the Circus Gai et Neronis to these Augustan monuments 

might have been a subtle play of association in this regard. In the end, with all these numerous 

examples discussed throughout the chapter, it is clear that one can find many possible 

topographical associations being made with the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and the copious 

environmental and built features found both within and outside of them. These topographical 

hints would have allowed the Julio-Claudians, and later the Flavian and early 2nd-century 

emperors, to subtly suggest dynastic connections for themselves, but more importantly, divine 

connections that they couldn’t publicly declare. Thus, the tradition of using topographical 

association that began with Emperor Augustus of the Julio-Claudians seems to have continued 

                                                 
450 For more information and examples on this identification debate, see Rehak, pp. 190–208. Also see 

Clarke, 2006, pp. 19–28. 
451 Rehak, pp. 198-199. 
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through Trans-Tiberum horti and their built structures as an important tool for these subsequent 

emperors to create lasting dynasties as well as to bring themselves closer to a more divine status 

in life, or at least suggest it in death, in order to further invoke the idea of leaving lasting 

legacies. This is further supported by the fact that the owners of the tombs in the Vatican 

necropolis, and even the tombs along the Via Triumphalis, were attempting to insure their own 

lasting legacies as well as their status, most notably through the placement of their tombs in the 

Vaticanum area, near or within the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

“THE WORLD’S A STAGE” 

One final concept that needs to be addressed in regard to the Trans-Tiberum imperial 

horti concerns controlled public reception, and how such controlled reception might have played 

out through the built structures, environmental manipulations, and decoration within these horti 

in order to suggest divine associations for the Julio-Claudians, and later the Flavian and early 

2nd century emperors, or allude to the emperors’ authority over the new empire. Controlled 

public reception entails occasions where “a powerful display of representation is staged whose 

‘publicity’ contains an element of public recognition.”452 In a sense, through certain public 

events or actions, government leaders or other powerful figures could manipulate and instill 

certain feelings or ideas into the minds of members of the general population, thus persuading 

what they thought or how they should respond psychologically to what they were seeing. In the 

Roman world, this was practiced many times, in many ways, and on a number of levels,453 

especially by the elites of Roman society. 

There is already established evidence and arguments for the deliberate manipulation of 

certain built and environmental factors in the “semi-public” homes of elite, Roman families in 

order to further emphasize or embellish their wealth, as well as create an “otherworldly” fantasy 

environment for the entertainment of the owners and guests. As previously discussed regarding 

                                                 
452 Habermas, p. 2. 
453 For additional reading and examples, see Favro, Diane. “The City Is a Living Thing: The Performative 

Role of an Urban Site in Ancient Rome, The Vallis Murcia.” Essay. In The Art of Ancient Spectacle 56, 

56: pp. 205–219. (Washington D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1999). 
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painted frescoes in pleasure gardens, some of these frescoes depicted imaginary landscapes, full 

of plants, flowers, birds, or animals that normally wouldn’t be found together or blooming at the 

same time.454 Such depicted “diversity” could have been seen as embellishing the wealth of 

garden owners by creating the illusion of a bigger, grander garden.455 Aromatic flowers were 

planted or incense was used during dinner parties to make the atmosphere smell sweet as well as 

drive out the smells of the surrounding urban dwellings, food, and more.456 Local birds as well as 

exotic, imported ones, kept in aviaries,457 could create a more enlivened atmosphere in the 

garden through their active presence and songs.458 One could have also placed walking paths that 

flowed through the garden in a certain way or direction.459 This layout choice could have been 

for viewing art in the garden, whether frescoes or sculptures, in a certain order that could tell a 

particular story or myth. Certain rooms in a home could also be placed facing various directions 

to allow for more sunlight and warmth in the winter or for a gentle breeze to blow through during 

the summer.460  In the end, even if some of these above-mentioned choices on a smaller scale 

might not have arguably constituted grand displays for public reception, on a larger scale, such 

choices and manipulations of environment could be used to create certain “images” and settings, 

which when viewed, could have had powerful meanings and impacts on the viewing audience. 

Being able to control even simple details such as smell or sound on a larger scale would not only 

                                                 
454 For more detailed information and examples, see Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and 

Gleason, eds. pp. 286-299. 
455 Ibid., p. 293. 
456 For more detailed information, see Platts, 2020. 
457 For more detailed information on birds and aviaries, see Varro, “On Agriculture,” 1934. Also see 

Jashemski, Amina-Aïcha Malek, Hartswick, and Gleason, eds. p. 293. 
458 For more detailed information, see Platts, 2020. 
459 For more detailed information, see Ibid. 
460 For more detailed information, see Ibid. For original source, see Vitr. De arch. VI.1.1-12. 
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subtly confer a certain degree of power and influence onto the manipulator of the environment, 

but also could have a dramatic effect on the other participants’ experience and psychological 

state, as we will see with one example shortly. 

With that in mind, the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti can be proposed as being effective 

“canvases” for such manipulations and controlled public reception. I already established that 

there was Republican-era precedent and practices for elite Romans to open up their private 

spaces to the public, and how at least one of the imperial horti, the Horti Neronis, was indeed 

opened to the public by Nero for mass entertainment in the Circus Gai et Neronis,461 and to the 

homeless after the Great Fire of Rome in 64 CE.462 With that in mind, I will demonstrate how 

controlled public reception occurred within these imperial horti with the presence of the bridges, 

the Pons Neronianus and the Pons Aelius, as crowd control, through the presence and symbolic 

significance of the previously discussed built monuments within them, and through the same 

environmental manipulations and decorations used in pleasure gardens. I will also briefly discuss 

how sacred groves could have been invoked aesthetically through these imperial horti. These 

arguments will reveal that by creating specific viewing experiences, the Julio-Claudians, and 

later the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, possibly used the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti 

to cultivate more divine statuses for themselves or subtly emphasized the role of the emperor as 

the main overseer of the empire. In addition, I will also continue my arguments from previous 

chapters regarding heterotopia and the “imperial gaze” in order to further assert that these 

                                                 
461 Davies, p. 158. 
462 Liverani, Spinola, and Zander, p. 19. 
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concepts applied to Trans-Tiberum imperial horti in terms of understanding these viewing 

experiences. 

“Building” Reception: 

In terms of how public reception was controlled within these imperial horti, we should 

first look at some of the built features found in and around these imperial horti and the functions 

they served. The Pons Neronianus and the Pons Aelius, the bridges that connected these horti to 

the greater city of Rome, would have first controlled the flow and amount of public spectators 

into these horti. This control of access harkens back to the discussion regarding the strictness of 

boundaries and how boundaries delineated certain spaces as significant including, among other 

things, as being spaces connected to divinities. Then, regarding some of the built structures 

within these horti, naumachia reenacted naval battles,463 and circuses and the Gaianum held 

chariot races that represented, and “re-created,” seasonal cosmic cycles.464 Circuses’ circular 

shapes invoked the rotation of planets or seasons, and the presence of the imported Egyptian 

obelisk on the Circus Gai et Neronis’s spina, in particular, possessed its own solar symbolism.465 

Hence, putting on public events in built structures like the Circus Gai et Neronis, the Gaianum, 

or the Naumachia Vaticana more or less symbolically re-created moments in time and forces of 

nature. These events could easily have been interpreted by public spectators of varying social 

classes as demonstrations of divine power being wielded by gods, as gods were commonly 

                                                 
463 For an example of this, see Veil. ii. 100; Mon. Anc. iv. 43-44; Suet. Aug. 43; Tac. Ann. xii. 56; Cass. 

Dio lxvi. 25; Euseb. ad a. Abr. 2014, as quoted in Platner and Ashby (1929), 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0054%3Aalphabetic%2Blett

er%3DN%3Aentry%2Bgroup%3D1%3Aentry%3Dnaumachia-augusti. 
464 For more detailed information regarding circuses and cosmic symbolism, see Davies, pp. 83-85. 
465 Ibid. 
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associated with being able to manipulate such grand forces as time and nature. Seeing the Julio-

Claudians, and even later, the Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, in a sense, symbolically 

control these same natural forces would essentially suggest similar divine statuses for these 

emperors. The presence of the Phrygianum near the Circus Gai et Neronis or Gaianum466 would 

even further amplify these divine associations for the emperors due to the proximity between 

these built features. Therefore, the Circus Gai et Neronis, the Gaianum, and the Naumachia 

Vaticana more or less impressed upon spectators of varying social classes a notion regarding the 

emperor’s quasi-divine nature through the chariot races and naval battles that took place within 

each of them. Furthermore, the use of the Pons Neronianus and the Pons Aelius to control access 

could impose the idea that these horti were indeed spaces that were connected to divine beings. 

Environmental Reception: 

Beyond these built structures though, even the imperial horti spaces themselves could 

have been used in numerous ways to control their reception by the Roman public, as we shall see 

shortly. In general, there were certain ways, such as through location, food, art, plants, spatial 

arrangement, and more, in which the Julio-Claudians, and later Flavian and early 2nd-century 

emperors, could have manipulated environments in order to create certain atmospheres and 

moments that could have subtly suggested certain ideas regarding an emperor’s connections to 

the divine, his place as the main overseer of the empire, and more. One of the best examples of 

                                                 
466 For additional, detailed information regarding arguments and evidence for the Phrygianum’s possible 

location, see Liverani and Weiland, pp. 29-32. Also see Castagnoli, pp. 71-80. 
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this environmental manipulation was a story by Cassius Dio of a dinner supposedly hosted by 

Emperor Domitian:467 

“[O]n another occasion he (Domitian) entertained the foremost men among the 

senators and knights in the following fashion. He prepared a room that was pitch 

black on every side, ceiling, walls, and floor, and had made ready bare couches of 

the same [color] resting on the uncovered floor; then he invited in his guests alone 

at night without their attendants. And first he set beside each of them a slab shaped 

like a gravestone, bearing the guest’s name and also a small lamp, such as hang in 

tombs. Next comely naked boys, likewise painted black, entered like phantoms, and 

after encircling the guests in an awe-inspiring dance took up their stations at their 

feet. After this all the things that are commonly offered at the sacrifices to departed 

spirits were likewise set before thee guests, all of them black and in dishes of a 

similar [color]. Consequently, every single one of the guests feared and trembled 

and was kept in constant expectation of having his throat cut the next moment, the 

more so as on the part of everybody but Domitian there was dead silence, as if they 

were already in the realms of the dead, and the emperor himself conversed only 

upon topics relating to death and slaughter.”468 

 

While this is certainly a dark description of an event that can’t ever be truly confirmed to 

have actually taken place, it offers a mesmerizing picture of a controlled performance, and how 

the viewing experience was intended to be received. By controlling all the copious aspects of this 

encounter, Emperor Domitian was, indeed, creating a sense that the party was taking place in the 

land of the dead, whether that be a necropolis setting or the underworld itself. Furthermore, by 

creating a setting where the guests felt in danger at any moment, Domitian was symbolically 

demonstrating that he had the ultimate power and authority over all the Roman Empire, even 

over very powerful senators and politicians.469 Their lives were in his hands and at his mercy. 

This symbolism might have even been intended to suggest an association between Emperor 

                                                 
467 Platts, p. 157. 
468 Ibid. For original reference, see Cass. Dio. LXVII.9.1-4, trans. Cary 1925. 
469 Ibid., pp. 160-161. 
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Domitian and the god of the underworld, Pluto, himself, without actually stating such a claim. 

This example is an instance where the allusion to divinity was being expressed through 

controlled reception. Another well-known example of controlled reception is seen with Emperor 

Nero and his Domus Aurea complex. Nero had both an artificial lake and artificial “forests,” 

which he kept stocked with game animals for recreating hunts, on the greater property of the 

Domus Aurea.470 Even if Nero only invited other Roman elites to witness such hunts, the idea 

that he was replicating nature in a controlled setting, again, alluded to Nero possessing divine 

control and status. 

As for the Trans-Tiberum horti themselves, as previously discussed, they arguably had 

many of the same elements found in elite-owned pleasure gardens, and, as seen with elite-owned 

pleasure gardens in Chapter 3, these elements could have been manipulated in several ways. 

Hence, these imperial horti could be manipulated in many of the same ways as pleasure gardens 

to create a controlled public reception of these spaces. These imperial horti most likely had a 

wide variety of plants within them, including plants imported from different geographical 

locations. As previously discussed, there have been suggestions in scholarship that Roman 

generals and soldiers brought back plants from lands they helped conquer, and planted them in 

their gardens as reminders of these triumphs for others to see.471 Therefore, the current imperial 

patron could have had a whole section of garden area that just contained plant species and trees 

from areas he conquered or representing every corner of the empire on display for public 

                                                 
470 “History of the Domus Aurea,” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 

http://web.mit.edu/course/21/21h.405/www/DomusAurea/hist.html. For more information on the Domus 

Aurea and an original source, see Seut. The Life of Nero. 
471 For more detailed information and specific examples, see Marzano, pp. 196–244. 
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viewing.472 This would have allowed the copious emperors to showcase their military leadership 

capabilities, something that particular the early emperors, the Julio-Claudians, relied on as they 

continued to establish the empire and the role of the emperor within the government of that 

empire. For certain members of Roman society, such as elites or citizens, this symbolic 

representation of this empire through plants and trees could have inspired awe and reverence for 

the imperial owner. Other peoples, such as freedmen, slaves, or foreigners, might have seen all of 

this and been reminded of Rome’s conquest, power, and dominance over them. Similar 

experiences could have also been created through sculptural works that were probably displayed 

throughout the vegetation of these horti, especially if the art pieces came from conquered lands, 

or had themes of heroes, war, and conquest, in the same way pleasure garden sculptures were 

arranged according to a theme. There were also probably numerous water features, aviaries, and 

painted frescoes with various scenes on walls or structures within these horti, all of which could 

be used to aggrandize these garden spaces even further and showcase the imperial patron’s 

wealth. Imported birds from varying geographical regions could also symbolically represent 

territories the current emperor conquered.  

Additionally, garden frescoes could also create allusions to a divine paradise, as 

previously discussed in Chapter 3,473 or sacro-idyllic landscape frescoes474 could have also been 

displayed to invoke a divine nature in these imperial horti. Furthermore, any particularly large, 

prized trees located within any of these horti certainly would have been reminiscent of the 

                                                 
472 For more detailed information, see Ibid. 
473 For more details about the idea of a “divine paradise” and its history, see Carroll, 2003, pp. 122-133. 
474 For more detailed information, see Bergmann, 1992, pp. 20–46. 
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aesthetic model of the “monumental tree” discussed in Chapter 4.475 Such trees could have been 

planted by the emperors in order to create associations between the imperial horti and sacred 

groves, which would have further been reinforced by the presence of the garden frescoes and 

sacro-idyllic landscape images. Thus, in addition to these horti being able to represent the 

growing empire and the current emperor’s military prowess, a more numinous viewing 

experience could be created in these horti that would have suggested a closer connection to the 

divine for the current imperial patron. The later Julio-Claudian emperors, in particular, would 

have benefited from these suggestions given that Augustus, the first Julio-Claudian emperor, was 

deified after death. 

Furthermore, by including different elements such as flowers, trees, and artwork from 

other geographical locations and having common structures found throughout Rome, such as a 

circus, naumachia, and tombs, within these imperial horti, I once again assert that these imperial 

horti were all heterotopia since they “[brought] spaces and locations that are incompatible with 

each other together in a single real space, creating an illusionary or a perfect space,” and were 

“[spaces] of alternative possibilities.”476 These imperial horti could both represent Rome itself as 

well as its expanding empire at the same time, in addition to creating the specific viewing 

experiences discussed above. At the same time, these same above-mentioned factors, in addition 

to different social classes of people from Roman society being present in these horti, as discussed 

in this chapter and Chapter 5, would have also created a miniature version of the Roman world 

upon which the current emperor could gaze down upon and thus created a sense of the “imperial 

                                                 
475 For more detailed information, see Lowe, pp. 100-101. 
476 Ergin, p. 161. 
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gaze” where it seemed the emperor was watching over everything and everyone.477 Therefore, 

the set-up of these spaces within these imperial horti and making them public would have 

allowed the notion of the emperor as the main overseer of the empire to be symbolically, but 

subtly, reinforced, and thus would have further solidified the emperor’s status and power over 

the Roman people.  

                                                 
477 For additional details and other examples of this “imperial gaze” phenomenon, see Ibid., pp. 162–165. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION 

The goal of this paper has been to show how the Julio-Claudians and subsequent Flavian 

and early 2nd-century emperors might have used the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti in copious 

ways to emphasize and legitimize their status and power as the leaders of the Roman world. 

These emperors accomplished these goals by using pre-established Republican-era traditions and 

built structures to change or affect the nature and viewing experience of these imperially-owned 

green spaces. This method of a more holistic approach to these imperial horti is of particular 

interest because it has not yet entered the scholarship, particularly from an art historical 

perspective. After exploring the case study imperial horti, the Horti Agrippinae, subsequent 

Horti Neronis, and the Horti Domitiae, and the surrounding Trans-Tiberum area’s histories, 

owners, and built features, this paper has argued for that through numerous precedents and 

practices established mainly during the Republican-era of Rome, the Julio-Claudians, and then 

the later Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors, were hoping to create subtle associations 

between themselves, the divine, other influential figures in the Roman world, and in a few 

instances, the early kings of Rome. Given that the Julio-Claudian emperors of Rome had to walk 

a fine line in terms of exercising their authority and status, they used the Trans-Tiberum imperial 

horti, spaces which they privately owned and had greater control over, as sites for cultivating 

greater statuses for themselves in numerous ways that could not be achieved through the use of 

any other single type of space in the Roman world. These unique opportunities and new 

strategies were then adopted by the later Flavian and early 2nd-century emperors in response to 
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the Julio-Claudians’ successes, thus allowing them to also establish legitimacy as leaders of the 

Roman world.  

I would have liked to have found more detailed records or sources regarding specific 

archaeological finds tied to some of the monuments or spaces I discussed, particularly the Horti 

Sallustiani, the Horti Caesaris, the Phrygianum, the Gaianum, and the Naumachia Vaticana. It 

also would be useful had there been similar research and fieldwork conducted in the Vaticanum 

area, like the kind Wilhelmina Jashemski undertook,478 back in the day when the Vatican area 

was the subject of archaeological investigation. Such archeological evidence in all those 

instances could have further informed us regarding what some of these spaces or built 

monuments looked like or what specific species of plants and trees were found within the Trans-

Tiberum imperial horti specifically. I also would have liked to have had access to more 

complete, original records of Jashemski and her team’s archaeological finds, including their 

identifications of various plants and trees, at Villa Oplontis from the 1960s.479 As previously 

discussed in Chapter 3, current scholarship and certain archaeological evidence suggests that this 

particular villa might have actually belonged to Nero’s second wife, Poppaea Sabina at some 

point.480 Hence, the above-mentioned archaeological records481 could have served as possible 

evidence for what an imperially-patronized garden might have looked like, and would have 

allowed me to better reconstruct the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti in even more detail, especially 

                                                 
478 See MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
479 See Ibid. 
480 “Villa A, Also Known as Villa Poppaea.” Pompeii Sites. Archaeological Park of Pompeii, May 31, 

2018. http://pompeiisites.org/en/oplontis-en-2/villa-poppaea/. For additional reading and scholarship, see 

Muntasser and Clarke, eds. Vol. 2. 2019. 
481 See MacDougall, ed. pp. 34, 63-69. 
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regarding the possible plant species that might have been found within these horti. Sadly, as a 

result, this paper could only prove some general ideas or speculations on some of these matters 

or limited information.  

Moving forward though, I hope this research offers a new, more complete understanding 

of these particular horti found within the Trans-Tiberum area, and that future scholarship can 

continue to view and interpret them as being more than just sites where individual imperial 

monuments were placed. Furthermore, I hope this new interpretation will also encourage more 

holistic viewing and research approaches to other spaces tied to imperial patrons found in 

different areas of the Roman world. Spaces themselves created different interpretations and 

viewing experiences in the Roman world in their own way, independent of the built structures 

that were found within them. Imperial monuments outside of their original spatial context cannot 

remain the chief focus of continuing scholarship. Instead, the spaces in which these built 

structures originally resided must also be reconstructed, and these monuments figuratively placed 

back in them, so that future scholarship can potentially discover more new relationship 

connections between these built forms and their environmental spaces. In doing so, we will begin 

to see how these two elements reinforced each other, and future research can have a more 

balanced and complete picture of what the Romans were witnessing in the physical world of 

their time. In the end, the Trans-Tiberum imperial horti and how they may functioned to the 

benefit of their imperial owners represent some of these new critical relationships that haven’t 

been explored yet. In these particular cases concerning these horti, these new relationships aided 

in the creation and expansion of the imperial position and the authority that position came to 

wield.  
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